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Abstract
The recent trend of refugee resettlement in the U.S. has presumably shifted to a new and
more hopeful life for refugees. However, refugees experience another phase of challenges
once they resettle in the U.S. Their transition from a life of statelessness to that of the
citizen in a developed country is a painful experience, yet life has improved
economically, especially after years of living in poverty in a refugee camp. The fact that
Bhutanese refugee parents choose to resettle in the U.S. is primarily motivated by their
hopes for a better education for their children. The following qualitative research study
strives to understand both the opportunity gaps and the challenges that Bhutanese refugee
students experience. This study also helps to shift the narrative from the student being the
problem to the school systems in place that maintains or ameliorate the gaps in
opportunities for refugee students in higher education.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Background
The United States (U.S.) has a history of admitting refugees with special
humanitarian circumstances ever since the U.S. Congress enacted the legislation called
“Displaced Persons Act of 1948,” which provided an admission of displaced Europeans
affected by World War II. Later, the experience of receiving refugees prompted the U.S.
Congress to pass the “Refugee Act of 1980”, which incorporated the United Nations
definition of “refugee” and standardized the resettlement services for all refugees
admitted to the U.S. (Refugee Council USA, 2014). This Act helped to formally establish
refugee resettlement programs in a more comprehensive and systematic manner.

Introduction
A total of 69,920 persons were admitted as refugees to the U.S. during 2015 (U.
S. Homeland Security Annual Flow Report, 2015). According to the U.S. Homeland
report (2015), the five leading nationalities who were admitted as refugees were from
Burma (26%), Iraq (18%), Somalia (13%), Democratic Republic of Congo (11%), and
Bhutan (8.3%). Furthermore, the 37, 305 (54.4%) refugees who entered the U.S. in 2015
were from 0-24 years old - a group that would be eligible to enter grades K-12 public
schools and colleges. The U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education
Statistics report (2017) showed that close to 33% of the Asian population under 18 years
who were born in the U.S. were Bhutanese children.
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The Northeastern state has been one of the popular destinations for refugee
resettlement per capita in the U.S. In the last 16 years, one small Northeastern state has
received 4,181 refugees, including 2,034 Bhutanese, 723 Somalis, 298 Burmese, 274
Congolese, 218 Iraqis, and 115 Burundians (Refugee Processing Center, 2018). In
addition, a majority of these refugees are resettled in two northeastern cities of U.S.,
resulting in a dramatic shift demographically, from a predominantly white community to
a more ethnically diverse one (O’Connor, 2016). The influx of refugees in these two
cities has also made both of its largest school districts the most ethnically diverse in the
state. Among them are significant numbers of refugee students from Asia and Africa.
Refugee students and parents come to the U.S. with aspirations and expectations,
in particular, the pursuit of better education at local schools and colleges. Refugee
parents’ and students’ choices to resettle in developed countries are strongly driven by
their hopes for better education (Dryden-Peterson & Reddick, 2017). Similar to most
people who believe that better education results in better job opportunities so do refugee
parents who carry similar beliefs for their children. However, these hopes are dimmed by
increasingly low rates of college readiness of high school students especially those with
refugee experiences. Preliminary data from a previous pilot study of two high schools
(Ghising, 2015), which is the focus of this dissertation proposal, showed that every year,
these schools graduated scores of students who went on to four-year colleges, yet only a
handful of Bhutanese refugee students were prepared for admissions to a four-year
institution. This trend of high school graduation has continued without any change for the
last nine years despite the schools’ attempt to bring some new changes to its policies and
practices when serving students from diverse backgrounds, including Bhutanese refugee
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students. Major concerns of Bhutanese refugee parents and students about college
readiness in education still prevails.

Pilot study: The Bhutanese refugee student population
A Vignette
Their silent eviction from the home country compelled Bhutanese refugees to
separate from their friends, relatives, and their ancestral homes and they were forced to
live in the refugee camps for nearly two decades. A majority of the refugee adults came
from agrarian backgrounds and lived a very simple life with little or no education. Some
refugees had lived in the remotest part of their country and had never seen cars until they
were traveling through India on their way to the Nepalese refugee camps in the early
1990s. Unfamiliar with road traffic or cars, many refugees met untimely deaths with
several road accidents. Their survival was challenged each day for food, water, health
care, and education. More importantly, their opportunities for growth were snatched
away by their very circumstances, while at the same time, the rest of the world continued
moving forward to technological advancement. And again, with unprepared skills, the
Bhutanese refugees’ journey from the camps to the U.S. entered into the world full of
unknowns and uncertainties. This was the familiar narrative that many of the Bhutanese
refugees shared in one pilot study (Ghising, 2015). One of the parents in the pilot
research interview said:
Well, my dream is to make sure that my kids get a good education. I’m working
hard to provide for my children, so I want them to do good. They should study
well and keep the name of their parents. That’s my dream. Whatever hardship we
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have to do, we hope to let kids study well. If they study well, we will be lucky
(Bhutanese parent).
Refugee parents felt lucky when their kids did well in school. The Bhutanese
students understood the hardship their parents went through in the refugee camp, and
within that hardship, their parents found solace in the important role that education had
in their lives. This was reflected in the following quotation from a Bhutanese student.
My parents think that it is really important to go to college because...the
hardships they have faced in their life ...is beyond what I can explain. So, they
know what it’s like to not be able to go to college and not have enough money to
pursue, what they want to pursue. So, I know, from their experiences, that it is
really important to have an education (Bhutanese student).
Becoming more aware of their parents’ aspirations, Bhutanese students suddenly
found a huge financial burden that was associated with a four-year college degree while
they figured out a new life that they were not sure of. One of the Bhutanese students in
the pilot research said:
I think one of the things I would say is money. You know I think that’s a big thing.
And also being new, trying to figure out life. You know thinking about taking a
loan, going to college, it’s like a lot, …… it’s really hard to...be that responsible.
Like you know we’re just like young adults like eighteen, nineteen-year-old, still
figuring out your life, and now you have to take a hundred thousand dollars. And
you know,... you don’t have any plans for your life…... it’s pretty difficult. It’s a
lot of unknown. So, it’s hard to make those choices. I think a lot of people, they
even don't dream about going to college. They can’t even think about it. How am I

4

gonna pay? What’s gonna happen? I don’t know what I want to be in the future,
so why you want to invest in things that you’re not sure? So, I think that’s one of
the biggest hurdles for people to go to college (Bhutanese student).
This vignette draws upon findings from a pilot study (Ghising, 2015) providing
the genesis for the current dissertation study, which primarily focuses on the educational
experiences of Bhutanese refugee students. There are several reasons why these students
do not experience success in school as quickly as they should give the high value their
families place on their education and the high aspirations for their children’s success in
school. Unfortunately, the students’ level of English knowledge and degree of prior
schooling experiences can often diminish these initial feelings of hope and optimism.
Most Bhutanese refugee students come to the U.S. with some level of English education.
With English not being their primary language refugee students are usually placed in
non-general education and non-bearing college credit classes. In other words, a majority
of Bhutanese refugee students are assigned to English Learner (EL) classes where the
emphasis of their study is English language acquisition and meeting the national and
state-required English language proficiency levels. Low-level grade expectations of EL
students and an unclear high school process with little rhyme or reason often undermines
the ability of refugee students for four-year college preparation (Suárez-Orozco &
Suárez-Orozco, 2015). The students’ general knowledge aptitude is based solely on their
proficiency in the English language. This gradual realization that advancement in schools
is based primarily on the acquisition of English language can become challenging for
most families. “Limited academic support, difficulty with exiting the EL class” (2015, p.
11), inadequate resources, uncertified personnel, and poor administrative support (U.S.
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Department of Education, 2002) often curtail the refugee students’ abilities to stay on a
college-bound track successfully.
The Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) report indicates in 20162017 grade 11 Asian and African/black refugee students from these two Northeast urban
high schools perform consistently below proficient in mathematics, science, and English
language arts. The report also stated that proficiency levels of Limited English Proficient
(LEP) students and students who were eligible for free and reduced-price lunch scored
much lower than students who were not eligible for free and reduced-price lunch. For the
last nine years of their stay in these two cities, the refugee parents in this study have not
seen any gains in the college readiness of their children (Ghising, 2015).
The desire of Bhutanese refugee students to pursue higher education is also
affected by their previous life’s experiences such as disrupted schooling and lack of
economic opportunity (Hannah, 1999). Refugee students who had been acclimatized to a
previous educational system in the refugee camps are challenged with understanding a
new school system especially during their first year of high school. The current school
system is quite complex in terms of how it functions and the degree to which teachers and
schools can support the refugee students to make a smooth transition. When students see
their chances for college admission as low, it further exacerbates the symptoms due to
past trauma and existing psychological challenges (Hannah, 1999). For example, during a
school board meeting, one EL teacher (personal communication, August 2, 2016) from
the local high school shared her concerns that an estimate of six to twelve out of ninetyfive Bhutanese refugee students registered in the district had dropped out from school
during the 2015-2016 school year (Ghising, 2015). Reasons that she cited included
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feeling unknown or disconnected from the community; feeling targeted and feeling
concerned with the lack of relevance of the curriculum to their lives. Bhutanese refugee
students come with different learning skills. They were raised in the “educational
tradition of memorizing facts and critical analysis” (Gray, 1996) and project-based
learning was not a significant part of their education in their previous school system. It
takes time for students to learn in a new way.
Parents’ hopes and dreams to resettle in the U.S. for their children do not match
the reality of their children’s lack of academic success (Ghising, 2015). Furthermore,
parents are still optimistic that their children can become and remain successful because
they trust their children’s schools and teachers. In the refugee camps, the parents
similarly trusted their children’s teachers. Refugee parents observe that only a small
number of students from the community are academically ready to advance beyond a
high school education (Vang, 2004). The current state of Bhutanese refugee students’
performances has a direct impact on their families who have been living in a vicious
cycle of poverty. Their hope for a college education continues to become a far cry. As a
result, these refugee parents and students continue another phase of living in poverty in
urban cities in their new country (Kanu, 2008; Vang, 2004).

Identifying the need for research
Given the ample examples of schooling challenges for Bhutanese refugee
students, the following research questions aim to understand better the value that
Bhutanese refugee students place on education in their lives, and how this understanding
could contribute to knowledge about how school systems can better prepare refugee
students for college and work. Also, this study will examine in greater detail the
7

challenges about their pursuit of a college education. Findings from the pilot research
study note there is a significant number of refugee students who, instead of pursuing
education, are working full or part-time jobs. Most of these refugee students earned U.S.
high school diplomas and led rich life experiences, yet they are not academically
prepared to move on to college when they desire to go to college. In order to explore why
this is happening, the current study asks the following questions to better understand the
personal experiences and perceptions of Bhutanese refugee students about their education
in the U.S. Also, these questions aim to explore their experiences, in their own words,
from a more appreciative perspective.
1.

What do Bhutanese refugee students perceive as the challenges of transitioning
from a high school into a four-year college degree?

2.

How do Bhutanese refugee parents and students perceive a college education
degree?

3.

How do Bhutanese refugee students negotiate home and school culture when
preparing for a four-year college degree?

Like any other refugee groups, Bhutanese refugees also came with past traumatic
experiences and deprivation of daily necessities, but always hanging on to the hope for
better education for their children in the U.S. Therefore, this study will try to identify
challenges specific to Bhutanese refugee students that may potentially create more
cultural awareness for schools to improve on their strategies to increase refugee students’
chances to advance successfully to a college education. Furthermore, to understand more
fully the challenges that refugee students face in high school, the next chapter explores a
literature review that starts with an understanding of terminology related to the term
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refugee and followed by a set of factors that may be useful for further understanding the
Bhutanese student’s experiences in the U.S. school.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction
Every year a significant number of Bhutanese refugees are resettled in major
cities of economically developed countries such as the U.S. (84,819), Australia (5,554),
Canada (6,500), Denmark (874), New Zealand (1002), the Netherlands (327), Norway
(566), the United Kingdom (358) to create this opportunity for Bhutanese refugees to
begin new lives (Shrestha, 2015). With the increase of refugee students, some of these
countries are not equipped with “appropriate educational and other specialized support
specifically targeted to assist the acculturation, integration, and school success of refugee
students who are affected by war, disrupted school backgrounds” (Kanu, 2008, p. 916).

Bhutanese refugees in brief
Bhutanese refugees are sometimes known as “Lhotshampas” (people of the south)
or Nepali language-speaking Bhutanese nationals who resided in southern Bhutan for
hundreds of years until the mid-1990s. The growing population of ethnic Nepali minority
in the south posed a threat to the political dominance of the monarch and Drukpa culture
of the ruling tribe. A “policy of one nation one people” was initiated as a national
campaign to silently impose Drukpa culture and forge Bhutanese national identity
(Mishra, 2013; Schultz, 2016). This policy undermined the culture, religion, languages,
and heritage of minority groups. As a result, the government banned the teaching of the
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Nepali language in schools and required ethnic Nepali to dress in the traditional Drukpa
costumes of the ruling monarch (Schultz, 2016).
In 1985, the Citizenship Act was passed and started census policies in southern
Bhutan targeting the ethnic Nepali, requiring them to produce evidence of documentation
from 1958 and before (Schultz, 2016). Many Lhotshampas who were poor farmers could
not provide land receipts or tax receipts prior to 1958. Hence, they were denied
Bhutanese citizenship. This systematic and gradual implementation to integrate
minorities into the majority culture triggered the Lhotshampas to demonstrate peacefully
in southern Bhutan against the new policy in 1990. Following peaceful demonstrations,
the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB) arrested, tortured and expelled one-sixth
(100,000) of the ethnic Nepali-speaking Bhutanese citizens to refugee camps in Nepal
and branded them as anti-nationals (Amnesty International, USA, n.d).
After several failures of bilateral talks between Bhutan and Nepal (Human Rights
Watch, 2003), a majority of Lhotshampas chose third country resettlement in various
economically prosperous countries since 2008. At present, there are 95,779 Bhutanese
refugees resettled in the U.S. (Refugee Processing Center, 2018).

Organization of literature review
The review of literature is organized into five sections. The first section examines
the definition of the terms “refugee” and “immigrant”, differentiates between these terms
and states how they are the same with respect to educational experiences in the new
learning environment; the second section examines educational and institutional factors
posing potential challenges to refugee students in high school; the third section examines
socio-economic and cultural factors associated with refugee students’ challenges; the
11

fourth section examines psychological factors that impact the ability of refugee students
to access a four-year college education; and the final section explores possible gaps in the
previous research on refugee studies.

Understanding of refugee and immigrant
The words refugee and immigrant are synonymously used for people who migrate
to the U.S. and other major refugee resettling countries such as Canada and Australia.
Literally, they are very different terms; they have different meanings, and they connote
very different life experiences. These terms also have different political connotations. In
the year 1967, the United Nation Convention defined a refugee as;
“A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such
fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not
having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence
as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to
it.”
The word immigrant and refugee also have some similarities. Usually, when
refugees and immigrants arrive in the U.S., they are considered new arrivals and have to
undergo the process of integrating into new schools and a new society. Due to migration
to the U.S., both refugee and immigrant students experience a period of disruption. Their
educational experiences differ from the U.S. education system, and they have to learn a
new system. Irrespective of whether the students are refugees or immigrants, they
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undergo English language proficiency tests and are placed in the English language class
accordingly.
As with similarities, the challenges of refugees may also differ from that of
immigrants. Saeteurn (2010) describes refugees generally as those individuals who are
forced to flee their homes due to imminent danger to their lives. They resettle in countries
and cities limited by allowances and services that are not their personal choice
(Ramanathan & Feuerherm, 2015). In some cases, refugees are expelled from their
country systematically by their governments as in the case of Bhutanese refugees
(Mishra, 2013). Refugees are forced or compelled to run away from their home countries
against their will. Refugees flee their countries for political reasons, and immigrants
immigrate for economic reasons (Cortes, 2001; Schmid, 2001). Refugees typically move
to neighboring countries for their safety. Their length of stay in refugee camps can vary
from days to decades. Normally, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR) and the international community offer resettlement as one option to resolve the
refugee crisis. Therefore, refugees do not immigrate by choice (UNHCR, 2000) and most
often they are not able to choose the country they want to resettle in (Cowart & Cowart,
2002).
Immigrants have different reasons for moving to a new country (Suárez-Orozco,
& Suárez-Orozco, 2002). They choose their destination with the motive of better job
prospects, higher education, family reunion, and living style. Hence, refugees and
immigrants are different in their motives to move to a new destination. Another
significant difference between refugees and immigrants relates to the right to return to
one’s country of origin. Immigrants can visit their country of origin whereas refugees are
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not able to return to their country of origin (Cortes, 2001). In terms of legality and
privileges, the automatic legal status becomes an option for refugees after they are
approved for third country resettlement. The resettlement country also provides refugees
with special services such as shelter, cash assistance, welfare access, as well as work
permits and access to training and educational resources (Ramanathan & Feuerherm,
2015). Immigrants have to find their pathway to find shelter, jobs, training, and
educational resources.
It is important for any social service organization like schools, health care
industries and higher education organizations to recognize the distinction between
immigrant and refugee population. Knowing their backgrounds help professionals to
serve them more effectively. As such, the following topics of socio-economic, cultural,
educational, institutional, and psychological factors have been found to impact the
physical and mental well-being of refugees generally and will be discussed next in this
chapter.

Psychological factors
Psychological problems are normally caused by traumatic events that refugees
experienced in the past. At present, the most common mental illnesses prevalent among
general population in different countries include depression, bipolar disorder,
schizophrenia, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (Mears, 2013). A range of traumatic
situations varies from collective to personal victimization. Survivors of traumatic events
often feel powerless and feel distanced from those who do not have similar experiences
(Mears, 2013b, p. 7). A severe case of trauma can increase recklessness, more significant
potential for substance abuse, and other high-risk behaviors (p. 7). Depression is
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associated with nutritional deficiencies. The study on dietary intake patterns also suggests
many Asian and American countries are often deficient in many nutrients, especially
essential vitamins, minerals and fatty acids (Rao, Asha, Ramesh, & Rao, 2008). Dietary
deficiency is found more in refugee populations as the quality of food items they take in,
is of less nutritional values.
Refugees flee their home countries due to internal conflicts, and they were usually
traumatized. Their stay in refugee camps with inadequate health services and a prolonged
period in camps without proper nutrition causes psychological stress and physical
problems (McBrien, 2011; Rao, Asha, Ramesh, & Rao, 2008). Various studies attribute
the causes of psychological challenges of refugees to post-arrival difficulties and
symptoms of anxiety, depression, the complexity of feelings of fear, bereavement, and
psychological distress (CDC report, 2013; Mears, 2013; Segal & Mayadas, 2005). Other
studies have also found that social factors, particularly effective social support with postarrival in resettled countries also contribute to psychological morbidity. Refugees
potentially live in isolation due to linguistic difference and cultural shock in their new
country. Older adults are more likely to stay at home with little interaction while their
family members are away for work or school (Tolan, 2016). Poor social factors are
identified as a strong indicator of depressive morbidity (Gorst-Unsworth & Goldenberg,
1998).
Lynsen (2014) states that circumstances such as homelessness and separation
from family members, friends, and relatives cause severe mental illness. Refugees
forcibly evicted from their home countries have to remain homeless and stateless for
several years in refugee camps constantly protecting their families from imminent danger.
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With such a prolonged period of stress, refugees develop feelings of stress, and in
extreme cases, these lead to suicidal feelings. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) and
Prevention report (2011) states that Bhutanese refugees had already developed high-level
suicidal rates during pre-arrival while in the refugee camp.
According to the CDC and Prevention report (2011), the psychiatric conditions
diagnosed in Bhutanese refugees are included as part of the visa medical examination in
Nepal (Figure 1). This report shows the Bhutanese refugees have developed mental
illness before they resettled in the U.S.
Figure 1: CDC and Prevention report (2011)

According to the CDC report (2012), the Bhutanese refugee community suicide
rate is higher than the national average with 20.3 per 100,000 people, compared to 12.4
per 100,000 people among the general U.S. population (Tolan, 2016).
The children of refugees attending U.S. public schools were either born in refugee
camps or in the U.S. These children are both directly and indirectly affected by traumatic
experiences witnessed by their families. Trauma affects the growth and development of a
family. The input of trauma can be reflected in the decline in the school performance of
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refugee students (Mears, 2013) and difficulty in focusing on schoolwork (Shorr, 2006).
Sometimes psychological stress is caused by other factors such as the negative effects of
experiencing the use of the term refugee as a label, which is discussed in the following
sections.
The complexity of labeling the refugee. The term “refugee” is often politicized
within the bureaucratic (Stevens & Stevens, 2013) spheres by resisting entry of refugees
to the host nation or evicting refugees by labeling them as criminals, anti-national
activists, and terrorists. Interpretation of these labels are often unclear (Gabrielatos &
Baker, 2008). In democratic countries, by labeling and resisting refugees, some
politicians take advantage by using such labels to garner more support from a more
nationalist movement. In some situation “political pressure and context of each case
influence the way labels are applied” (Ramanathan & Feuerherm, 2015, p. 3). At present,
the current administration in the U.S. similarly perpetuates the stereotype of the refugee
and immigrant with strategic policies to build a wall, reduce refugee admission, suspend
visas to certain countries and use an extreme vetting system (President Trump’s
Executive Orders on Immigration and Refugees, 2017). When refugees move to another
country, the host country treats its refugees in different ways. For example, Bhutanese
refugees have free access to go in and out of refugee camps to attend colleges in local
colleges and universities in Nepal. It is rooted in the Geneva Conventions of the 1951 and
1967 protocols on refugee issues. The 1951 Convention defines the refugee as a person
who moves out of the nation due to fear of persecution (Ager, 1999). However, the
Convention ruling on the refugee protocols do not apply to the nations that are not
signatories of either of the conventions. So, different nations label refugees with different
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names that are politically appropriate within their context but sometimes negative toward
the refugee. Some nations consider the “refugee” term as an apolitical “set of
bureaucratic categories” (Zetter & Zetter, 2007, p. 174). Stevens and Stevens (2013)
listed the different labels that the UNHCR and nations give such as asylum seeker, prima
facie, economic migrant, overstayer, circular migrant, and deregistered refugee.
Sometimes countries that remove its citizens systematically refer to them as economic
migrants and they legitimize their action to exclude and marginalize its citizens (Stevens,
2013). Zetter and Zetter (2007) described the labeling of refugee in four ways: (1) the
formation of the refugee label reflects causes and patterns of forced migration which are
much more complex; (2) the refugee label is transformed by institutional fractioning in
order to manage new migration; (3) the government acts as pre-eminent agency in
transforming the refugee label; and (4) the refugee label is politicized by the production
of institutional functioning.

Educational and institutional factors
At present, the U.S. urban school populations are the most diverse with an inflow
of newcomers who are refugee and immigrant students (Sugarman, 2017). Schools
provide opportunities for students to become exposed to different cultures, languages,
religions, traditions, and nationalities that help to broaden their worldview (Faith, 2012).
With increasing diversity in schools, it invites school leaders to act with more responsive
policies and practices to accommodate the needs of various types of students. The school
has a great role in the development of children, particularly refugee children who come
with the low educational backgrounds. School policies designed to facilitate the
acculturation, integration and school success of refugee students are considered an
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appropriate strategy to address their needs (Kanu, 2008). Public education makes sense
when it creates a balance between its outcomes and its purposes. Bebell and Stemler
(n.d.) found that the purposes of K-12 schooling in the U.S. focuses on three core
elements: civic development; emotional development, and cognitive development.
Considering these factors, the next sub-sections further elucidate the refugee students’
experiences through brief descriptions of the following topics of English language
proficiency, affirmative action, retention, equity, and the role of the teacher within the
educational and institutional context.
English language proficiency. The English language requirement to nonnative
English speakers poses a “sense of unfairness” (Kano & Varghes, 2010, p. 318) by
excessively focusing on academic language proficiency in English while mastering the
content in other subjects (Suárez-Orozco, & Suárez-Orozco, 2002). It posits an incredibly
high expectation that some argue, it is higher for non-native speakers than native speakers
to prove their language preparation. Also, many English Learner (EL) students perceive
the EL program as a significant hindrance to their participation in college readiness
(Kano & Varghes, 2010).
Affirmative action. Affirmative action which was first introduced by U.S.
President John F. Kennedy adopted a proactive strategy to boost the admission rates of
under-represented groups into higher education and to help them succeed (Wang &
Shulruf, 2013). Thus, affirmative action was intended to increase the proportion of underrepresented groups in higher education and make race/ethnicity irrelevant to university
admissions and allow historically disadvantaged people to gain human and cultural
capital (Rury, 2013). The U.S. Supreme Court banned affirmative action in 1996 arguing
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that such action is, in fact, a form of racial discrimination. Many who believed that the
discrimination of minority students did not exist thought that affirmative action gave an
unfair advantage to people of color (Darling-Hammond, 2004). No significant impact
was noticed to the numbers associated with the minority admission in higher education
following the removal of affirmative action. However, there is some evidence that
implementing affirmative action did increase student academic success among socially
and economically under-represented groups (Wang & Shulruf, 2013). Many refugee
students are unaware of any programs that are created for them to access higher
education. Often, refugee applicants are not able to present official documents confirming
their previous educational experiences and qualifications, but admissions tutors and heads
of departments have a considerable degree of influence in deciding whether a candidate
in these circumstances can be accepted (Hannah, 1999).
Retention. Increasing globalization presents new opportunities and new
challenges for higher education institutions. Diversity of race, ethnicity, religion,
nationality, gender, and socio-economic status enriches the educational institutions, yet
there is a need for a serious commitment to serving the low-income population more
effectively. Educational institutions can also identify effective and affordable ways to
provide services to hard-to-serve people such as low income, refugee, immigrant,
working adult, or first-generation college (Kazis, 2002). The research suggests the early
engagement of students in their first year of college leads to student satisfaction and
improves the retention rate (Krause, Hartley, James, & McInnis, 2005).
Akiba (2007) states that the retention of ethnic values, bilingualism, and strong
involvement in the ethnic communities are positive indicators of academic success. In a
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similar note, Murphy (2006) pointed out a more positive outcome may occur for those
who do not leave the ethnic community, as Portes (1995) also supports Murphy by stating
that, immigrant youth who preserve their ethnic values may have a better chance of
“educational and economic mobility through access to the resources that their
communities make available” (p. 251).
Equity in education. The term “equity” acknowledges the existence of unequal
treatment in education process, the need to make it equal from disadvantaged starting
points (Castelli, Ragazzi, & Crescentini, 2012, p. 2245). The issue of equity in higher
education from a social justice perspective can be gained through two possible strategies;
“to increase participation from socio-economic groups who are under-represented or call
attention to the proportional distribution of students from diverse social and economic
groups” (Castelli, Ragazzi, & Crescentini, 2012b, p. 2247). Access to higher education is
influenced by the way students are prepared for college while they are in high school, by
the admission requirements, standardized tests, and financial cost of a college education.
In most cases, students from low-income families are at a disadvantage because of
financial issues. However, many higher education institutions offer financial aid
opportunities to low income students, yet many research studies indicate that there is little
evidence of an increase in their access to higher education (Admon, 2008; Flint, 1994;
Tumen & Shulruf, 2008).
Wang and Shulruf (2012) suggest another approach toward achieving equity in
higher education is the “Open Admissions Policy.” This idea allows applicants from all
socio-economic backgrounds to meet the minimum university admission requirements to
get accepted in an academic program. However, Grove (2017) states it is not that simple

21

even if students meet the four-year college required test scores and Grade Point Average
(GPA) requirements. Although this policy has greatly helped to increase the enrollment
of financially disadvantaged students, it has also witnessed a high rate of failure in the
first year of college or non-enrollment in their second year (Wang & Shulruf, 2012).
What the higher education institution needs are rigorous programs in place for academic
support, care, encouragement, and participation to help in the successful completion of a
college education degree (Grove, 2017). Seminal research (Shulruf, Hattie, & Tumen,
2008b; Shulruf, Turner, & Hattie, 2009) suggests a need to examine equal opportunities
and the quality of educational attainment within higher education in a more
comprehensive manner. Equity in terms of accessibility to higher education is not
sufficient. Instead, “equity should be measured in terms of success” in academic
programs (Wang, & Shulruf, 2012, p. 11).
Role of the teacher. Northedge (2003) found that educational institutions are
becoming increasingly diverse and educators need to recognize the needs of the students
and develop effective communication so that all students, including students from refugee
backgrounds, become successful in their goals and hopes. Teachers play a significant role
in the retention of students. They are the ones who come in direct contact with students.
Hill & Easley (2006) cite Murrell’s (2000) study on community teacher candidates who
serve in the community they live in, and who can identify with the experiences of the
students and make the school system work better. Gonzalez (1992) argues that an
increase in participation of minority candidates in teacher preparation programs can
better serve a community if they reflect the minority student population.
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Socio-economic & cultural factors
The shift in living conditions is dramatic as most refugees spend years in a
refugee camp before they resettle in economically prosperous countries. After living a
period in a refugee camp under poor living conditions, they finally come to the
resettlement country bringing with them traumatic experiences such as loss of family
members or their homes. These emotional difficulties result in severe physical and mental
health issues (Ehntholt & Yule, 2006; Ramanathan & Feuerherm, 2015). The impact of
poor health conditions and low education suddenly puts refugee adults into low paying
jobs to pay back unanticipated travel loans to family members, monthly rent, and other
day-to-day expenses. Refugees live a simple life in refugee camps, and they believe in a
joint-family system to support each other. While preparing to resettle in economically
prosperous countries, the joint family is separated into multiple cases, which are based on
the nuclear family model. So, refugee families do not always come together due to
logistical issues with traveling and in some cases with the delay in resettlement
processing in refugee camps. The resettlement process is slow and tedious. Sometimes
family members are separated temporarily due to the long wait for resettlement. More
importantly, the long resettlement process disrupts the education of children (Berry, Kim,
Minde, & Mok, 1987).
A majority of refugees from Asia and Africa are poor and come with their few
belongings such as documents and family pictures from their home country and refugee
camps to their new country. Since they are poor, refugees are eligible for welfare support,
cash, and medical assistance in the initial months of their stay (U.S Government
Accountability Office, 2010). Children often pick up the host language more quickly than
their parents (Birman, 2006). The linguistic advantage of refugee students gives them a
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considerable increase in family responsibilities following resettlement, affecting the
social function of their families. Role reversal sometimes creates conflict between
refugee parents and students (Hynie, Guruge, & Shakya, 2013; Ayoub, 2014; Shakya,
Guruge, Hynie, Akbari, Malik, Htoo, Khogali, Mona, Murtaza & Alley, 2010). To better
understand the socio-economic and cultural factors that potentially affect the Bhutanese
refugee students, this study further explores the following sub-factors.
First-generation college student. The majority of Bhutanese refugee students in
local high schools are first-generation college going students and are sometimes labeled
as disadvantaged because they lack academic motivation (Petty, 2014). These students
face the same challenges as any other first-generation American born students. Also, the
refugee students face additional challenges with negotiating the language, culture, and
school. In many cases, refugee parents may not have formal education due to their
extended stay in the refugee camp and cannot help their children with learning at home.
Language becomes a barrier when communicating the needs of their children with the
school. Parents also have difficulty advocating for their children due to their lack of
familiarity with the complex school system. Moreover, parents don’t know the process,
and they depend on their children’s teachers and the multicultural liaisons for
communicating their needs.
Billson and Terry (1982) and Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin (1998) state that firstgeneration students are those whose parents have not attended college. According to the
National Center for Education Statistics Report (2017), in 2002, a lower percentage of
first-generation students attended highly selective 4-year institutions and moderately
selective 4-year institutions compared to continuing-generation students. On the contrary,
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a higher rate of first-generation college students than continuing-generation students
attended 2-year institutions. In terms of educational attainment, the study found that a
lower percentage of first-generation students obtained a bachelor’s degree or a master’s
degree higher than continuing-generation students. Conversely, a higher rate of firstgeneration college students had received postsecondary education but did not go on to
complete it. The college experiences of parent matter so much in motivating first-year
students to pursue a four-year college degree and for fostering academic success. Firstgeneration students from a lower socio-economic background face challenges in pursuing
an education (Bui, 2002). In addition, students with refugee backgrounds who are also a
“minority ethnic” group and who “do not speak English” have even greater challenges in
pursuing higher education (Bui, 2002, p. 9).
A parent’s level of education and educational expectations are more significant
factors than the socio-economic status of the family to influence the academic growth of
their children during 8th through 12th grades (Bui & Rush, 2016). First-generation
refugee students are more likely to come from low-income families than the continuinggeneration students and immigrant students. Since most refugee parents are educated in
their native languages or have limited or no English, it is challenging to verbalize high
expectations for their children in a new schooling environment. Moreover, students of
parents with a bachelor’s degree or higher degree have more chances of enrolling in a
four-year college (Bui & Rush, 2016b).
Jobs and financial stability take away refugee parent’s ability to engage
themselves in their children’s school. Refugee parents work long hours or work during
school hours. Even their night shift jobs impact their involvement in their children’s
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schools. The nature of their employment is mainly physical which makes them tired later
in the day. Parents are preoccupied with economic hardships, and they do not have time
to interact with their children and to set high expectations. Long hours at work take away
their opportunities to become more involved in school activities. This situation creates an
obstacle between refugee parents and their children’s school. The impact of being a
single parent is even harder (Bui & Rush, 2016c).
The English language environment further creates difficulty for refugee parents to
get involved in school activities even if they want to. First-generation students mostly
live at home and work while attending school. A family’s daily struggle may make firstgeneration students feel guilty about pursuing higher education while their families are
struggling financially to survive (Bui, 2002).
Petty (2014) studied human motivation through Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in
five levels - physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-actualization and McClelland’s
theory of n Ach (need for Achievement). According to Maslow’s (2001) hierarchy of
needs, the highest level of needs for first-generation students is self-actualization.
McClelland found that an increase in level of self-achievement also increases the level of
self-esteem. Stronger needs have a positive impact on intrinsic motivation that leads to
achievement. Petty (2014) concluded that intrinsic needs such as self-needs and extrinsic
needs such as rewards co-exist as integral parts of an individual’s motivation. The study
also suggests that institutions and leaders can play an important role by understanding the
intrinsic and extrinsic factors that motivate students to advance from secondary to higher
education. It is clear that many refugee students were brought up in different cultural
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environments before they moved to the U.S., so this study finds it equally important to
examine how refugee students and parents cope with the new environment.
Acculturation. A large body of acculturation research focuses on the impact of
acculturation attitudes on the well-being of people in minority groups, such as
immigrants (Vuong & Napier, 2015). School is the primary acculturation institution
where refugee students have their first interaction with the host culture (Sarr &
Mosselson, 2010). Their journey of new academic challenges begins in the educational
institutions. However, the new academic challenges that refugee and immigrant students
face result in acculturative stress exposing them to more social stress compared to nativeborn and white students (Moritsugu & Stanley, 1983; Smedley, 1993). Acculturative
stress is the highest for students who immigrate to the U.S. shortly before enrolling in the
public school. For example, Zajacova, Lynch, and Espenshade (2005) found that recent
immigrants reported more stress than either student who immigrated at an early age or
was born in the U.S.
Earnest (2010) cited the seminal study of Birman, Trickett, and Vinokurov (2002)
noting that the process of acculturation has three distinct aspects: language competence,
behavioral participation, and identification. These aspects are vital for successful
outcomes at educational institutions as they allow individuals to communicate and
function in new contexts.
Family-professional partnership. Research shows genetic activity does not
produce a finished product, yet it is the continuous process of a child’s interaction with
the environment that brings change in its outcome (Bronfenbrenner, 1978, 1979b). The
supportive and responsive environment of family-professional partnerships is a critical
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factor for the positive development of the child (Daniel, 2011). Partnering offers family
involvement and professional commitment for a child’s success academically, socially,
and emotionally (Haines, Summers, Turnbull, & Turnbull, 2015; Jeynes, 2005, 2007;
Weiss, & Stephen, 2010). Both family and professional partnerships imply a cooperative
flow of information and resources in both directions requiring commitment through a
two-way system. Better family-professional relationships foster success in higher student
achievement, positive behavior, and consistent attendance and decreased achievement
gaps between groups of students (Bryan & Henry, 2012; Giovacco-Johnson, 2009;
Goddard, Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy, 2001; Lawson, 2003). Further, a familyprofessional partnership offers a two-way opportunity; first, the family gets to know the
school system and learns to support their child’s learning at home (Daniel, 2011); second,
the educator gets to know more about the social and cultural knowledge of a family,
which helps develop a comprehensive pedagogical strategy in order to improve the
teaching-learning practice (Epstein, 1995).
Number of studies on family-professional partnerships indicated positive results
on a student’s performance, yet families with culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds are disadvantaged while partnering with professionals (Blue-Banning,
Summers, Frankland, Nelson, & Beegle, 2004; Kalyanpur & Harry, 2012). Refugee and
immigrant parents come from different educational systems, and they might be unaware
of the role of parental involvement in the U.S. public school system. Moreover, the role
of parents within the refugee community differs from that of the dominant culture
(Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001; Palacios & Trivedi, 2009). Bhutanese refugee parents have
cultural beliefs that they are responsible for maintaining the proper behavior of their
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children while the school imparts knowledge (Palacios & Trivedi, 2009). Parental
involvement is crucial for students’ performances, but it is not meaningful for the refugee
parents who speak little to no English as the U.S. public schools require English as a
primary medium of communication. Majority of refugee parents cannot participate in
school activities even if they want to. Moreover, in some cultures, parents believe parent
involvement is interfering in the teacher’s activities and is considered disrespectful by
nature (LaRocque, 2013).
To organize and make sense of the previous factors that have been attributed to
the educational success of refugee students, this current study draws upon
Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of a human development framework to understand the
experiences of Bhutanese families with particular regard to access to postsecondary
education. The next section describes how this framework articulates a more holistic
understanding of Bhutanese refugee students and their families’ experiences in the U.S
schools. Furthermore, this framework depicts a more appreciative perspective of these
students’ realities providing the potential for resiliency as a counter-response to these
challenging factors.

Theoretical framework
Bronfenbrenner’s theory on “The Ecology of Human Development” may serve as
a suitable framework to understand the Bhutanese students’ educational development in
their home, which according to Bronfenbrenner (1981) would refer to their “immediate
environment.” The central attention of his framework is on child-environment
relationships and how both interact to impact the growth and development of the child
over an extended period. He believes every living organism is interconnected in multiple
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environments so that a child’s life cannot be studied in a vacuum and must be studied
within a context of what he refers to as ecological systems. According to Bronfenbrenner
(1981), “the ecology of human development is a scientific study of progressive, mutual
accommodation between an active, growing human being and the changing properties of
the immediate settings in which the developing person lives, as this process is affected by
relations between these settings, and by the larger contexts in which the settings are
embedded” (p. 21). Similarly, a developing person simultaneously interacts within
different levels of ecosystems, starting from his/her/their home environment to a larger
school environment and further still to a more expansive environment such as society and
beyond. The concept of ecology of human development proposes contexts of
development into “five socially organized subsystems that help to guide and support
human growth” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 37). The ecological environment is a “nested
arrangement of concentric structures, each contained within the next”
(Bronfenbrenner,1981, p. 22). They range from microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem,
and macrosystem to chronosystem.
The microsystem is the immediate setting that a developing person spends a lot of
time (like school and home) and maintains direct and influential contact with other
elements. Bronfenbrenner (1981) states a microsystem is a “pattern of activities, roles,
and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in a given setting with
particular physical and material characteristics” (p. 22). It comprises home, orphanage,
school or daycare, workplace, peer group or community environment of the child and
how these characteristics interact within the single setting to influence the developing
person. A nurturing and supportive home and school environment “will foster in a person
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a widening context of meaning and action” (Seamon, 1980, p. 180). The mesosystem
forms a network of connections between two or more settings operating within the
microsystem. These connections provide support to the family and child to meet the
greater interests and needs of the child’s development (Daniel, 2011). The exosystem
comprises the network information between two or more settings or at least one of which
does not involve the active participation of the child, but such an event has an impact on
the immediate settings that the child lives in. The macrosystem is an overarching pattern
consisting of a collection of people and places furthest away from the child that has a
significant influence on the child. It embraces the institutional system of a culture or
subculture, belief systems, bodies of knowledge, material resources, customs, lifestyle,
life course, including social, economic, educational, legal and political systems that help
to continue the ecological environment specific to each group. (Bronfenbrenner, 1976;
Bronfenbrenner, 1978; Bronfenbrenner, 1994)
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model deals with developing students in the purview
of the U.S. school system. This current study could potentially expand Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological model to include refugee participants in particular, the Bhutanese refugee
students to understand refugee challenges. For several years, the U.S. has been the
recipient of the highest number of refugees. And to study human development through
the lenses of refugee students broadens our understanding of the complexity of systems
including postsecondary college preparation. It’s useful for educators and school
administrators to understand the human context to best serve refugee students in their
schools.
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Drawing upon Bronfenbrenner’s ecological concepts, the study centers around
Bhutanese refugee students and focuses on various challenges that they experience while
preparing to pursue a four-year college degree. Based on the author's reading of multiple
literatures and through the previous mini-pilot study on a small group of Bhutanese
refugees, a conceptual framework for this study is designed to illustrate better
understanding of the factors that pose challenges to Bhutanese refugee students in their
ability to access postsecondary education.

Description of a conceptual framework
Based on the previous literature that describes the social, cultural, and
political factors that impact refugees and refugee students the concept of this framework
is presented to better illustrate what is identified as potential challenges to refugee
students (Figure 2). In particular, this study will explore the gaps in refugee studies,
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particularly the context surrounding the Bhutanese refugee students.

Figure 2 depicts the relationship between microsystems, mesosystem, exosystem,
macrosystem, and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994). The figure also presents
the social process of refugee students involving home and school, identified as the
microsystems generating three factors namely, socio-economic and cultural factors
(external) and education and institutional factors (external), and psychological factors
(internal). First, separation from family members, isolation from technological
advancement, poverty, parenting, low literacy of parents, acculturation, and poor quality
of education form the basis of the socio-economic and cultural domain of a child. Second,
the institution plays a vital role in the life of refugee students. The new school
environment brings refugee students hope, as well as challenges. Their past educational
experiences and present schooling do not match in many ways and pose challenges to
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their learning process. Educational and institutional factors such as policies and practices,
decision-making, retention, the role of teacher, environment, and structural setup also
influence the learning environment of refugee students.
Refugee students live in an environment highlighted by their upbringing in a
refugee camp significantly affecting the psychological state of the child’s mind. The
psychological state of a child’s mind is attributed to the internal factors caused by their
past traumatic experiences, disrupted formal education, violence, peer pressure, and poor
nutrition. These micro factors play crucial roles as the child interacts with its immediate
environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The mesosystem represents critical linkages
between home and school and these linkages relate to the child’s development. The
exosystem has an indirect impact on the immediate setting where the child lives. For
example, the parent’s workplace and teacher’s home affect relationships with the child
formally or informally (1976, 1977, 1978). The macrosystem comprises of the child’s
cultural patterns and values that are embedded in broader political and economic systems
(1994). Lastly, the chronosystem affects the child’s performances, family structure, and
attitude over time.

The gap in research
There are several studies written about refugees from Asia, Africa and other parts
of the world (Bukowski, 2013; Cooper III, 2014; Doubblestein, 2017). Within the
available literature, it mostly covers studies of Africans and south-east Asian refugees
(Ayoub, 2014; Fraire, 2009; Kanu, 2008; Perry, 2009). The available literature also
provides little information about the high school experiences of refugee students in nonU.S. contexts. There isn’t much about Bhutanese refugee students that have been studied
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and published. A part of it is, because they are among the most recent refugees resettled
in the U.S. According to the Refugee Processing Center 2018 data, there are 95,779
Bhutanese refugees resettled in the U.S. Since the Bhutanese refugees are a relatively
new refugee group resettled in the U.S, there is scant literature on them or the educational
experiences of Bhutanese refugee students in the U.S. public schools.
Each refugee group is different and has its uniqueness across culture, language
and social behavior. Attitude and behavior of refugees are informed by the length of their
stay in the refugee camp, the political climate of the host country and the country where
they are resettled. As refugees come to the U.S., like any other refugees, Bhutanese
refugees also restart their new life at the lower end of the socio-economic hierarchy. In
many aspects of life, refugees undergo the same economic struggles as low-income
communities combined with other cultural and emotional issues. No studies were found
on the challenges the Bhutanese students experienced while they were pursuing high
school. Nor were there available studies on the challenges that Bhutanese adults have in
accessing higher education in the U.S. Education for Bhutanese refugees or any refugee
is the crucial factor for an improved lifestyle.
First-generation Bhutanese refugee students’ challenges reflect a multifaceted
nature of complexities that requires an in-depth study to identify the challenges they
experience daily. Such a research study would inform the school about the aspirations
that refugee students and parents bring, as well as their social and cultural values. Thus,
an understanding of the refugee challenges is crucial to examine how they navigate
available resources in pursuit of their dreams to go to college. Examining college
preparedness within Bhutanese families can lead to a deeper understanding of how other
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refugee students also struggle. It would serve as a foundation for teachers, administrators,
policymakers, and educational institutions to enhance their roles in providing effective
education for immigrant people of color (Rendon & Hope, 1996), particularly in their
refugee students’ dreams to access a college education degree.

Summary
Given this literature review, the purpose of this study is to inform the scholarly
community, educational practitioners, and educators, with knowledge about how
experiences of Bhutanese refugees differ from the rest of the other refugee groups.
Knowing that a thousand refugees come with their children to the U.S every year, it is
essential to understand that each group of refugee children are different in many ways either through their journey of traumatic experiences, their cultural beliefs, their native
language, and their aspirations in a new country. There are so many commonalities in
refugee experiences among different refugee groups yet; we need to acknowledge that
there is an equal number of unique differences as well. This study aspires to fill in some
of the gaps in the literature of Bhutanese refugee students with the hope of presenting
educators and school administrators with more information on how to best address the
needs of refugee students and to help them create hope for a better future.
This chapter provided a review of existing literature on the schooling of refugee
students and strived to outline three major domains, such as the psychological factors,
educational and institutional factors and socio-economic and cultural factors. Lastly, I
explored these factors using the conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s theory on
“The Ecology of Human Development.” Bronfenbrenner’s theory provides a foundation
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for this study for exploring the complexity of refugee students’ experiences and
interactions with their new learning environment in the U.S.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The following chapter includes a detailed description of the research methods for
this dissertation study. This chapter is organized into several sections that together
provide a framework for the research plan. The purpose of the research methodology is
addressed first, followed by an outline of the research questions that guide the data
collection and the analysis procedures including researcher subjectivity, and finally the
significance of the study.

Purpose of the research methodology
The purpose of this research is three-fold. First, this study explores Bhutanese
refugee students’ perceptions of their high school experiences, seeking to better
understand their aspirations as well as challenges they perceive in their efforts to access a
college degree. Second, this study explores through the students’ experiences, how the
existing schooling practices help to prepare college readiness in a school that is
predominantly a white, middle-class student population. Third, it expands on new ways
to help Bhutanese refugee students prosper academically in college. With an aim to
achieve the purposes of the proposed study, I have provided a description in the
following chapter of the methods to address my research questions, which are:
1. What do Bhutanese refugee students perceive as the challenges of transitioning
from a high school into a four-year college degree?
2. How do Bhutanese refugee parents and students perceive a college education
degree?
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3. How do Bhutanese young adults negotiate home and school culture when
preparing for a four-year college degree?

Sampling method
This research study used a purposeful sampling method (Maxwell, 2012) as this
research explores the challenges of the particular group of individuals. According to
Maxwell, purposive sampling allows for a deliberative process that identifies Bhutanese
families that are relevant to addressing the questions and goals of this particular study. As
a leader of the community, I have been teaching U.S. citizenship classes for Bhutanese
parents and coaching soccer to the potential research participants for months; this
involvement leverages my ability to identify these families through community
connections and through multicultural liaisons who I was in close contact with.
Purposeful sampling also maximizes the collection of in-depth information from the
potential participants (Patton, 2002) in this particular refugee community.

Research design
This research study followed a case study approach for gathering an in-depth
understanding of the challenges Bhutanese students faced in local high schools. Case
study was the best research approach as it explored a real-life situation on contemporary
issues through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of
information to show different perspectives on the issues under study (Creswell, 2013).
The researcher used a multiple-case embedded case study design (Yin, 2009), in which
each case was a family unit and each embedded unit was the experiences of the high
school graduates. This design enabled me to perform a thorough analysis to understand
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the experiences of different high school students within the same community. An
embedded case study allowed taking into consideration for the parents’, students’,
multicultural liaisons,’ and community members’ interviews in home and school, which
helped to capture a broader ecological experience (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) of the students.
To illustrate the concept of the research design, this study utilized Maxwell’s (2013, p. 3)
“interactive” model demonstrating how the five components – goal, conceptual
framework, research question, method, and validity - interact with each other in a flexible
or fluid process (Figure 3).
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Stake (1995) provides a useful step by step guide to the case study methods used
in qualitative inquiry. The Art of Case Study Research, in particular, provided the most
useful tool for novice qualitative researchers. He draws from naturalistic, holistic,
ethnographic, phenomenological, and biographical methods to present a disciplined,
qualitative exploration of case study methods.
Yin (2013) describes a comprehensive and systematic outline for the design and
conduct of a case study. Yin explains how the case study should look like, how to define
the “case” being studied, how to determine the relevant data to be collected, and how to
manage the data once it is collected. Yin also offered a clear definition of the case study
method as well as discussion of the logic of the design, data collection techniques, and
specific approaches to data analysis.

Strength and weakness of the case study
The use of the case study in various disciplines and situations “contributes to our
knowledge of individuals, group, organizational, social, political, and related
phenomena” (2013, p. 4). The case study method is an intensive study of a unit using
investigation and exploration techniques thoroughly and deeply to understand the
“complex social phenomena” (p. 4). A completed case study with valuable findings can
lead to new and advanced research, giving the researcher an ability of insight into
phenomena that cannot be learned in any other way.
On the other hand, there are limitations to a case study. A case study generally
deals with one case with a limited number of participants of a particular place for indepth analysis. For example, data collected from a small sample should not generalize to
a population of Bhutanese students and their challenges to access college education in the
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U.S. (Flyvberg, 2006). In methodological terms, the case study has often been seen as
more of an interpretive tool. Since systematic procedures are absent for case study
research nor are there clear guidelines in constructing the findings (Yin, 2009), there is a
possibility of errors. Interpretation was left to the researcher who might present the
findings with potential biases, representing the voices of the targeted population to obtain
a diverse range of data. The limitations are discussed further in the limitations section
along with a discussion of my choice of research design for this particular study. In the
next section, I have described more in-depth the site selection, participants, data
collection, and data analysis.

Site selection and access
The scope of this research mainly focused on popular refugee resettlement areas
in two densely populated cities in a Northeastern state. Demographically, these cities had
the most diverse school districts in the state because they were refugee resettlement
communities that had received refugees from Bhutan, Somalia, Myanmar, Congo, Iraq,
Burundi, South Sudan, and other refugees and immigrants from Syria, Sudan, and
Rwanda. Given the rich, racially and ethnically diverse immigrant communities, this
study identified potential student participants and their families, multicultural liaisons,
and community leaders from the Bhutanese refugee community.
As an active refugee community leader and participant in community programs, I
was able to connect with potential participants through personal contact or through a
network of other community leaders and multicultural liaisons to seek their informed
consent to participate in this study. I prepared a list of potential families with the help of
multicultural liaisons from both school districts. I was also mindful that while selecting
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families they should not be related to each other and that there be a variety of educational
experiences and levels among the families.
Purposive sampling (Maxwell, 2012) allowed for a deliberative process that
supports the specific purpose of identifying participants that were relevant to the
questions and goals of the particular study. The level of trust that I had earned and my
active involvement in the community positions me for easy recruitment of participants for
this research study. Interviews were conducted in participants’ homes and generally
lasted for an hour. While home interviews were sometimes interrupted. Being in the
participants’ homes also gave them a sense of comfort and fosters a smooth flow of the
interview creating a natural environment. As most refugee parents could not drive, it was
also pragmatic for me to visit their homes to conduct the interviews.

Participant selection
The main unit of analysis for the research study was Bhutanese refugee student
participants and their families who were studying or who had recently graduated high
school from the two school districts with students’ ages ranging from 14 years to 20 years
were interviewed. To specify more, the targeted population included the following;
i.

Refugee students who are currently in the high schools;

ii.

Refugee students who have graduated from the local high school and are
currently in a local college;

iii.

Two multicultural liaisons, one from each school district;

iv.

Community leaders for a focus group discussion

The case study design could be based on one case or unit of analysis, but it could
also contain more than a single case (Yin, 2012). I recruited a sample size of 5-8 student
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participants who were willing to participate in this study including both male and female
students representing various castes, religious groups, and ethnicities. Each student was
considered a unit of analysis. In each unit, I included interviews of parents and
multicultural liaisons. So, the total number of interview participants was a maximum of
10 people, and 6 community leaders participated in the focus group discussion.

Method of recruitment
With the support of key informants, I developed a list of potential participants.
Key informants were point persons who had lots of information in a particular subject
that was not available to the researcher (Creswell, 2012). I had set up an appointment
with each participant in their preferred place and talked about the research and its
purpose. The first meeting with participants aimed to gage the interest and willingness of
the participants. After seeking participant consent, I had set up a meeting to conduct the
interview.

Confidentiality
The names of all participants in the interviews and focus groups were kept
confidential throughout the research process and after the publication of the research
work. To ensure the anonymity of the participants, all participants and institutions
received pseudonyms. The assignment of pseudonyms for the districts, schools and all
participants were in accordance with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the
University of Vermont, in particular, the protocol for this research was CHRBSS# 16649. All data including the audio-recorded tapes and transcriptions pertaining to this
research were appropriately secured to maintain confidentiality either in password coded
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computer folders or in a locked cabinet. I destroyed all recorded and collected original
data after the completion of this research report.

Data collection procedure
There were four methods of data collection to inform this study. These included
semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, document reviews, and
journaling/memoing, each of which are elaborated below.

Semi-structure interview
The semi-structured interview is the primary method for data collection. Guion,
Diehl, and McDonald (2011) states that individual interviews with semi-structured, openended questions are meant to explore in-depth experiences and to collect rich information
about participant feelings, perceptions and perspectives. Interviews were conducted in a
semi-structured fashion. Semi-structured interviews are guided, open-ended meetings and
interview protocols are written conversational guides that use the main questions to steer
the interview process (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). A semi-structured interview provided the
participants with more to share their experiences and opinions on a personal level. The
semi-structured interview allowed the interviewer to tailor and asked questions in
different ways for different participants without constraining to a particular format. It
served as a tool to express genuine thoughts that provided a platform for evoking future
debate and research. The interview data yielded “direct quotations from participants
about their experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge” (Patton, 2001, p. 4). The
interviews I conducted on an individual basis had helped to uncover participants’ real
challenges that were born out of real-life situations. I used an interview protocol to
conduct semi-structured interviews. Most refugees were far more comfortable to talk at
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an individual level due to social and cultural reasons (Ghising, 2015). Face-to-face
individual interviews helped to build trust and gain a better understanding of the
interviewees’ perspectives. The face-to-face interview also helped the researcher to more
fully understand the meaning of the responses by also taking into consideration their
body language.
Long interview questions confused the participants, so I constructed shorter
questions to not deviate from the purpose of this research study (See Appendix A). An
audio-recorded journal entry was done before and after each interview. Interviews lasted
60 minutes approximately. All data collected from participants were transcribed from
audiotape that were organized for in-depth study and comparison.

Focus group discussion
Another method of data collection was the focus group discussion. The focus
group discussion was conducted with key informants who were identified as the
Bhutanese community leaders. The focus group discussion provided a relatively natural
environment and offered social contexts for meaning making (Wilkinson, 1999). As a
leader of the Bhutanese community, I invited selected community leaders in a neutral
space to participate in discussions in a semi-informal setting. Inviting guests is a part of
the Bhutanese culture, and it created a relatively natural setting for discussion as an
invitation to one’s home connotes that one was more of a guest rather than a participant.
This discussion lasted about one hour. A focus group discussion also helped me to
understand different perspectives and genuine emotions supporting each other and also
understand the “non-verbal communication” of participants (Patton, 2001, p. 290). This
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discussion created an opportunity for participants to think and link their ideas and
knowledge while other participants were speaking.
I collected information from other secondary sources, such as document reviews
school district websites, the agency of education website, correspondence, newsletters,
news articles, and meeting minutes related to refugee students’ services, support system,
and academic performances (Stake, 1995). I reviewed reports from the Consortium the
SBAC and the Agency of Education (AOE) to enrich my understanding of the way that
refugee students were being served in public high schools.

Data analysis
Yin (2013) offers several data analysis strategies (case description, examining
rival explanations) and analytic techniques which are apt to compare the proposed
relationships with empirical patterns. Pattern-matching logic compares empirically based
patterns with predicted patterns, enabling further data analysis techniques (explanation
building, time series analysis, logic models, and cross-case synthesis).
The multiple case study design enabled to analyze each case as well as analyze
across the embedded units of analysis. Multiple cases also helped to “increase
generalizability and transferability” to other cases and it also “deepens understanding and
explanation,” which ultimately strengthens theory by examining similarities and
differences across cases (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2013, p. 101). Using a constantcomparative analysis, I analyzed all data, including field notes, analytic field notes from
each visit with a participant, written transcripts and audio recording of interviews, and
documents. I used secure computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software.
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Data analysis procedure
Figure 4 illustrated a pictorial representation of how the data analysis took place.
The primary source of my data collection was through interviews and focus group
discussion. As an initial step, I transcribed all data collected from participants. I
organized then clean the data for in-depth study and comparison. I used inductive
analysis where I had read transcripts at least once and take in the general impressions of
the content and draw some initial ideas. After transcribing the data, I read it multiple
times, compared the data, gave codes for the ideas, and identified the common themes
(Patton, 2001).

I used memoing after each interview and the focus group discussion. Creswell
(2013) describes memoing as short phrases, ideas, or key concepts that occur to the
reader. I identified initial codes by marking segments or portions of the data with
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descriptive words or category names, dividing the data into meaningful analytical units.
Attention was made to how well the material fits the codes and categories that would be
created. Some a priori codes were pulled from the conceptual map that guided the coding
process (Creswell, 2013). Texts were then divided into different phrases, sentences, and
paragraphs, and I allocated codes using two coding methods: (1) Nvivo coding, and (2)
process coding. I applied Nvivo coding which I thought was the perfect match as it
utilized exact words and phrases of the participants during the interviews and from the
collected data, making it “natural coding” (Saldaña, J. 2015, p. 105). Using Nvivo coding
allowed for a more authentic participant voice potentially limiting my own biases while I
chose the codes. Moreover, this method put the participant first by prioritizing their
opinions. Since the coding process was direct and easily understood, it appealed the
researcher who was not a native English speaker. I used process coding. Using -ing verb
connoted action that was going on and made more sense to me when it was current and
relevant (Saldaña, 2015). In both coding processes, I aggregated the text into “small
categories of information, seeking evidence” for the code from different participants, and
then “assign a label to the code” (Creswell, 2013, p. 184).
All emerging codes were labeled with the help of NVivo software after reading
and re-reading transcribed the data several times. According to my plan, I applied the
process that involves selecting, simplifying, and extracting themes and patterns from
transcripts, field notes and other relevant resources (Miles & Huberman, 1994). To
organize codes in a better way, I developed a qualitative codebook to organize the data
enabling me to draw conclusions (Creswell, 2011). Organizing codes that were clustered
around common ideas and opinions helped the researcher to re-examine the codes and
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also helped to observe whether clusters overlapped each other (Miles, Huberman, &
Saldana, 2014). All clustered codes were developed into code segments for deeper study
in order to derive a theme for each. Several themes were expected to be identified in this
study. A theme consists of broad units of information that consisted of several codes that
are aggregated to form a common idea (Creswell, 2013). Based on my repeated reading
of the transcribed data and clustered data, I revisited margin notes and codes, and
developed a second memo to seek more clarity.

Positionality
My passion for accessing higher education for myself and others in my
community comes from a strong belief that I have been valuing ever since I could
remember. As a child, I grew up with a consciousness of education as a change maker in
one’s life. My parents were not fully aware of the value of education as both of them
have elementary education, but I was pretty aware believing that a lack of education
would lead to poverty and invite other social problems. In my home country, the
educational system was not as fully developed as in other countries. Modern education
was introduced in the mid-1960s (Denman & Namgyel, 2008; Hirayana, 2015) and
schools were started in towns and cities where the wealthy people and government
servants lived. A majority of the Bhutanese lived in villages and some villages were in
the remotest part of the Himalayas where it would take hours or days to reach the
schools, or one would have to cross dangerous rivers through rough terrain during the
monsoon season. Road development during the 60s and 70s was beyond any human
thinking. Children of poor farmers did not get easy access to modern education either due
to the far distance from schools or the lack of awareness of the benefits of education.
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Introduction of modern education did not bring any significant change to the lives of poor
farmers, thus creating a huge socio-economic gap between those who had and those who
didn’t have. Any programs that were introduced that were thought to be beneficial often
benefited the advantaged or the wealthiest people rather than those who needed it.
It was unfortunate for my family to move to a refugee camp. With such a dramatic
change in our lifestyle, I started attending high school under a tree where I had to sit on
stones under harsh climate conditions without any adequate educational facilities and
adequately trained educators. My personal experience as a refugee student and refugee
educator in a refugee camp helped me to understand the teaching and learning conditions
in the camps firsthand. My own educational experiences and that of other refugee
students were affected and shaped by physical and emotional factors, such as fear, loss,
deprivation, and uncertainty in the host countries prior to resettlement in the U.S.
Educators who committed to teach refugee students accepted the challenges of working
in the school and were passionate about their work. But they did not necessarily have all
the skills to support the students’ growth and development. The education system in
refugee camps was often considered more as a strategy to engage youths in my time and
to help them avoid getting involved in negative behaviors. The school was perceived as
an institution of control to shape the character of students and to help with the smooth
functioning of a refugee camp where often thousands of people resided. Several years of
teaching refugee students in refugee camps had further developed in me a strong sense of
feeling toward education as the only means for a refugee’s hope for survival.
With years of my volunteer services as a refugee educator to teach refugee
children and numerous interactions with refugee parents during that period, I found that
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refugee parents expected their children to do well in school and to pursue higher
education. Most Bhutanese refugee parents chose to resettle for the education of their
children. One of my motivations as a parent to resettle in the U.S. also aligned with other
Bhutanese parents. As my family moved to the U.S., I became more interested in
understanding how young refugee adults coped with their school while transitioning in a
new environment on one level, and on another, I was curious to learn if refugee parents
still aspired to that dream of higher education for their children. It is heartbreaking for me
to witness when parental dreams of refugee students do not turn into reality. The trend of
Bhutanese refugee students unable to attend a four-year college is on-going and that
makes me feel that Bhutanese refugees are constantly failed by their new hope in their
new country. The only hope I carry is to pray for the day when every high school
prepares Bhutanese refugee students for a four-year college degree - moment refugee
parents await. As such, I used journaling as a way to capture my notes and experiences as
a critical lens for my interpretations.

Further reflections on analytical and representational strategy(ies)
As a novice researcher, I started to sense more privilege as I would soon be
collecting data and applying the best codes and categories that support a meaningful
analytical approach. For me, it’s a power without standard guidelines in the world of
qualitative research. This power could lead a novice researcher to take the wrong
pathway to an understanding of the findings. Unlike statistical analysis, there were few
fixed formulas to guide the novice researcher. Instead, analysis was left to a researcher’s
thinking (Yin, 2013) and interpretation based on his/her ability and instinct. It was indeed
an opportunity with a tremendous responsibility.
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As a general process of qualitative research, I followed three major strategies
namely - “preparing and organizing data, reducing into themes through a process of
coding and condensing code” (Creswell, 2012, p. 180), and presenting the findings. The
term “categorization” had a personal connection to me. It refreshed my past memory that
my former country used categorization as a tool to marginalize others and to expel its
citizens ultimately. In retrospect, I wanted to be intentional by redefining
“categorization” as a positive term and as a tool to bring togetherness of various codes
and commit to finding the commonality of themes that were suitable to this research.
Transitioning from coding to categorization led to a different world of
responsibility. In this study, identifying patterns in my coding process was important. I
constantly looked back and forth to make sure the codes were re-examined, coded
correctly, and assembled in a way that made the most sense. Categorizing codes required
choosing appropriate words or phrases that resonated with similar or close meaning.
Categorizing means making sense of data that were assumed ambiguous, could be
interpreted in different ways, and could fit under selected categories. It was also a good
cognitive exercise: regularly writing down what I was thinking and articulating my
interpretations of the data more concisely through journaling. Coding and categorizing
were similar to the process of ‘plugging in” and out of the data set (Mazzei & Jackson,
2012). It was an iterative and often subjective process, which kept the researcher focused
on whether or not the coding was appropriately done. Degree of certainty in coding and
categorizing pushed the researcher to higher levels of analysis by revisiting and
reviewing the data to negotiate changes in my thinking and articulate patterns that were
emerging. Another interesting and challenging phase was identifying and settling on the
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themes. Accurate coding and categorization were important tools for drawing out themes
that justified the participant’s data and the researcher’s interpretation was important to
achieve more accuracy and authenticity.
Data analysis was a comprehensive process ranging from the data collection to the
write-up of findings. Data analysis began to focus on the unknown and sought to
understand realistically rather than something that was already known. It is the
intentional process that highlights the voice of the participants based on the research
questions. The research problem for this study was personal to the researcher and his
belongingness to the same refugee community that he was researching. As a researcher,
he realized he analyzed based on what he thought but analyzed the collected data and
relate participants’ connections to the patterns and context. Analytical approach for this
research study made researcher realized that it was a slow and gradual process that
required multiple readings, regroupings, and re-writing texts that were relevant to the
context. Sometimes the text was relevant at the first reading or writing. The repetitive
analysis helped to redefine significant parts and how they were related to the larger
context. In other words, it made the implicit explicit. Nvivo coding was a perfect choice
for the analysis as it assisted in my efforts to treat the data as equitably as possible,
knowing that my subjectivity and positionality would always make complete accuracy an
impossibility and, also it did not allow the researcher to create his own codes, so the exact
words/phrases were used.
Interpretation is a process that is not as easy as I thought it would be. Interpreting
the collected data was a sensitive method as it was directly connected to drawing out the
sentiments of the individuals and the group. My personal thoughts and assumptions ran
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the danger of compromising participants’ perspectives, and so I strove to become more
aware of my own biases through the journaling process. Ultimately, the process of
interpreting gave voice to the participants.

Validity and reliability
Research has higher value when its outcome is said to be valid and reliable strictly
adhering to what Creswell (2013) called ethical and substantive validation. First of all,
my interview protocol went through member checking to make sure they were
understandable and free of bias. I considered feedback and modified questions
accordingly. To interview participants from a refugee community, the questions were
framed in a very simple way to make sure that rich data would be collected. For this, as it
was mentioned in the methodology section, researcher reviewed the interview questions
for their relevance to the study. All audio records were carefully transcribed accurately
and read multiple times to make sure the data collected were reliable and valid.
Researcher also practiced two ways to engage member checking. First, the
transcribed data were coded as required, and then portions that needed clarification were
presented to participants for “member checking,” which had allowed the stakeholders the
opportunity to correct errors of facts or errors of interpretation (Glesne, 1999; Merriam,
1988; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Simon & Goes, 2011). Five to seven student participants
who participated in the study fulfilled the condition for triangulating the collected data.
As Miles et al., (2014) suggested to triangulate data, at least three different sources
enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis of the study. In triangulating eight data sets,
the findings of the research sufficed the reliability to the maximum.
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Secondly, to authenticate and enhance accuracy, this research study engaged
“member checking” with a research team. Currently, the researcher had been involved in
a larger research study titled “Examining the complexity of literacy brokering within
immigrant families and school/community partnership” for over a year. The research
team consisted of graduate and undergraduate research assistants and professors that meet
every other Friday to discuss progress and updates on the research study. The researcher
identified some of these meetings to share collected data and engaged the team members
to review codes and data findings. Member checking assisted in examining data from the
different perspectives of the team members to validate the credibility of the findings
(Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell & Walter, 2016).

Potential limitation
The case study generally deals with one case with a limited number of
participants from a particular place for in-depth analysis. The data collected were a small
sample size, and it might not generalize to the broader population of Bhutanese students
and their challenges to access college education in the U.S. (Flyvberg, 2006). Every state
in the U.S. has its education policies which could be slightly or grossly different from
each other. Policies and practices in schools affect the experiences and perceptions of
students preparing for college readiness. Challenges to access a college degree in one
state might be different in another. The analysis and outcome of this study might not be
so relevant or particularly useful to other areas in the U.S. or abroad although what it
lacks in small sample size might be made up with illuminating the particular experiences
of one set of Bhutanese refugee students.
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Secondly, in methodological terms, the case study has often been seen as more of
an interpretive tool. Since systematic procedures are absent for case study research nor
are there clear guidelines in constructing the findings (Yin, 2009), I relied on my instincts
and abilities to interpret the data. Also, all of my participants were non-native English
speakers who may have low English speaking proficiency, so there is a possibility that an
appropriate word or phrase choice during the interview process might not accurately
capture what they were thinking and what they wanted to say in a particular context. This
inaccuracy on the part of participants would ultimately affect the findings. Preconceived
notions of the researcher might also present biases. As a student in a doctoral program, I
had faced challenges while trying to get into the program. So, in one way, this research
study might potentially represent a narrative of my own experiences and perceptions.
Finally, this study took a one-sided viewpoint, as the researcher collected most
data from the refugee students who experienced challenges to access college and not the
administrators who served the refugee students. Administrators would have different
perspectives that could help to figure out what is required to address problems that the
students experience in school; however, since my research questions focus on the
perceptions of Bhutanese refugees this study strives to honor that perspective solely.

Institutional Review Board (IRB) status
This prospective study received an IRB protocol (CHRBSS# 16-649) approval for
the more extensive research study I described earlier. The title of the more extensive
study is “Examining the Complexity of Literacy Brokering Within Immigrant Families
and School/Community Partnerships”. Since the target population of the research was on
refugees, a similar interview protocol was used in my research involving Bhutanese
57

refugee adults and students. As such, the protocol was validated. Although as the key
personnel in both the larger research project and my own, I used the collected interview
data from the currently proposed research study

Significance/implications
This research study on the challenges of Bhutanese refugee students to access a
four-year college degree is a social justice issue. This research aimed to shed a clearer
picture of why on average, Bhutanese refugee students who graduated from high school
transition to college at much lower rates than their non-refugee peers. On the other side, it
spotlighted the experiences of Bhutanese parents who opted to resettle in the U.S. with
the hope that their children will be able to access better educational opportunities and
shift their lives of generational poverty to the decent lives they deserved. According to
the SBAC report posted in the State AOE, in 2016-2017 grade 11 Asian and
African/black students who were dominantly refugees at the local high school performed
consistently below proficient scores in mathematics, science, and English language arts.
These consistently low scores posed a serious question. The unchanging trend of low
proficiencies of refugee students over several years was alarming when public schools
were established to focus on equity and social efficiency (Stone, 2011). It is not too
surprising to say that school is partly responsible for students’ outcomes as students
spend most of their time in schools. Rendon (2014) agrees that school factors are
significantly associated with this outcome. Lumby (2012) explored how part of students’
difficulties are partly due to their behaviors and partly due to the system. Young adults
without high school diplomas are among the most vulnerable as they move into
adulthood. They are more susceptible to substance abuse, crime, theft, and oppositional
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culture (Downey & Pribesh, 2004). It would be a burden to the community to support a
growing population without a high school diploma or a college degree.
Given this state of condition, my research has policy implications for various
stakeholders that some actions are required to change strategies that are not working for
refugee students. To me, public education makes more sense when it creates an
environment that prepares students from all backgrounds to get a college degree. Helping
students get ready for college does not only fulfill one’s professional duty but, to a more
significant extent, prepares future citizens with skills that would boost societal benefits.
Recent research (Wang & Shulruf, 2013) suggests a need to examine equal opportunities
and quality of educational attainment within higher education in a more comprehensive
manner. With such an increase in refugee students, this state of affairs should come to a
halt and call to explore “appropriate educational and other specialized support services
targeted to assist the acculturation, integration, and school success of refugee students
who are affected by war, disrupted school backgrounds” (Kanu, 2008, p. 916). I fervently
hope that the readers of this research study would be alarmed by the case study of
Bhutanese refugee students and initiate a collaborative, sustainable effort to address the
problem that is real and ongoing.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
Manuscript Article #1: “I Am My Dad”: A Case Study of Bhutanese Refugee
Students & Challenges to Access a Four-Year College Degree

Hemant Tamang Ghising
University of Vermont

Abstract
The recent trend of refugee resettlement in the United States has presumably
shifted to a new and more hopeful life for refugees. However, refugees experience
another phase of challenges once they resettle in the U.S. Their transition from a
life of statelessness to that of citizen in a developed country is a painful
experience, yet life improves economically especially after years of living in
poverty in a refugee camp. The fact that Bhutanese refugee parents choose to
resettle in the U.S. is primarily motivated by their hopes for a better education for
their children. The following research study strives to understand both the
opportunity gaps and the challenges that Bhutanese refugee students experience.
This study also helps to shift the narrative from the student as the cause of the
problem to how school systems create or maintain gaps in opportunities for
refugee students in higher education.

Keywords: Bhutanese refugee students, four-year college education, transitioning,
challenges, student support services, caste system, gender gaps, equity in education
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Introduction
The various cultural and linguistic needs of students have increasingly challenged
public schooling in the U.S. The increase in flow of refugee students from different
continents to the U.S. brings multiple aspects of richness as well as challenges. A
diversity in the school student body population requires human resources in multiple
areas to better serve students’ needs. Upon their arrival, refugee students face various
challenges while they are attending public school, which include post-traumatic stress
disorder (Suarez-Orozco, 2000; Volkan, 1993), acquisition of a new language
(Cummings, 1986), adjustment to a different schooling system, teachers and school
friends (Giltin, Buendia, Crosland, & Doumbia, 2003; Ong, 2003), and increased
responsibilities at home (Guruge, Hynie, Shakya, Akbari, Htoo, & Abiyo, 2015). For
example, in the following report of a case study of two Bhutanese young adults, one
Bhutanese man experienced multiple responsibilities. The 17-year-old played an essential
role in his family, assisting his parents as an interpreter. He was a stand-in for his parents
by supporting his younger siblings with their schoolwork or navigating correspondence
with their teachers; in essence, he became “his dad.” The following report describes the
challenges that two young adult participants faced after they migrated to one
Northeastern state and sought to balance their roles as students pursuing a college degree
while at the same time helping their families acculturate to their new home.
The Northeast region has been one of the more popular destinations for refugee
resettlement per capita than anywhere else in the U.S. For example, in the last 16 years,
the location of this study received 4,181 refugees, including 2,034 Bhutanese, 723
Somalis, 298 Burmese, 274 Congolese, 218 Iraqis, and 115 Burundians (Refugee
Processing Center, 2018). In addition, a majority of this same population resettled in two
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of its major cities (the setting for this study), which resulted in a dramatic shift
demographically from a predominantly white community to a more ethnically diverse
one (O’Connor, 2016). The influx of refugees in these two cities dramatically increased
the diversity of its students in the largest school districts in the state. In particular, the
Bhutanese community arrived with its own traumatic history of systematic eviction from
their home country inheriting the pejorative term illegal immigrant. Their internment in
Nepalese refugee camps for decades resulted in deprivation of essential nutrition, proper
shelter, and quality education. Several bilateral talks occurred between India and Nepal to
settle the issue of returning Bhutanese refugees to their homeland, but these meetings
failed. This lack of success prompted the international community including the U.S. to
voluntarily offer refugees resettlement starting in 2008. The initial U.S. offering of
50,000 refugees to resettle in the U.S. increased to 96,161 until March of 2018 (Refugee
Processing Center, 2019) under a new administration.
Parents’ hopes and dreams to resettle in the U.S. for their children do not match
the reality of their children’s academic success once they get here (Ghising, 2015).
Furthermore, parents are still optimistic that their children can become and remain
successful because they trust their children's schools and teachers. In the refugee camps,
the parents similarly trusted their children's teachers. However, refugee parents soon
observed that only a small number of students from the community were academically
ready to advance beyond a high school education (Vang, 2004). This discrepancy in
parental expectation and the actual experiences that their children have in school
understandably creates confusion among the refugee parents. Based on the challenges of
accessing a college education for the Bhutanese youth, this paper sets out to address the
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following questions; (a) How do Bhutanese refugee students negotiate home and school
culture when preparing for a four-year college degree, and (b) What do Bhutanese
refugee students perceive as the challenges of transitioning from a high school into a
four-year college degree?
The following paper describes a case study of 2 participants who described their
general schooling experiences, which included linguistic challenges, lack of awareness
about school systems, multiple responsibilities, and cultural differences. Given the
complexity of factors that the Bhutanese refugee youth may face, the next section focuses
on a literature review that intersects interdisciplinary fields that include trauma and
mental health, English language proficiency, equity in education, first-generation college
student, acculturation, and family/school partnership.

Literature Review
The following section lays out the particular context for Bhutanese refugee
students and focuses on their challenges to attend a four-year college in the U.S. The
literature further explores the major themes that emerged from the findings illustrating
how Bhutanese refugee students broadly experience the various psychological,
educational, and sociocultural challenges while they are still transitioning to new settings.
These themes are discussed in more detail below.

Trauma and mental health
Traumatic events can potentially lead to on-going psychological issues. The most
common mental illnesses prevalent in the general population in different countries
include depression, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and obsessive-compulsive disorder
(Mears, 2013). A range of traumatic situations vary from the collective to personal
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victimization. Survivors of traumatic events often feel powerless and feel distanced from
those who do not have similar experiences (Mears, 2013b). A severe case of trauma can
increase recklessness; there is more significant potential for substance abuse and other
high-risk behaviors (Mears, 2013c). Depression is associated with nutritional deficiencies
as well. The study on dietary intake patterns also suggests many Asian and American
countries are often deficient in many nutrients, especially essential vitamins, minerals and
fatty acids (Asha, Ramesh, Rao, & Rao, 2008). Dietary deficiency is found in the quality
of food items that have less nutritional value. Refugees who lived in refugee camps with
inadequate health services over a prolonged period of time experienced psychological
stress and physical problems (McBrien, 2011; Rao et al., 2008). Various studies attribute
the causes of psychological challenges of refugees to post arrival difficulties and to
symptoms of anxiety, depression, feelings of fear, bereavement, and psychological
distress (CDC report, 2013; Mears, 2013d; Segal & Mayadas, 2005). Other studies have
also found that social factors, particularly effective social support during post-arrival
status in resettled countries also contribute to psychological morbidity. Refugees
potentially live in isolation to counter linguistic difference and cultural shock in their new
country. Older adults are more likely to stay at home with little social interaction while
their family members are away at work or school (Tolan, 2016). According to an annual
homelessness assessment report, poor social factors are identified as a strong indicator of
depressive morbidity and circumstances such as homelessness and separation from family
members, friends, and relatives, which can cause severe mental illness (Gorst-Unsworth
& Goldenberg, 1998; Lynsen, 2014). Refugees forcibly evicted from their home countries
experience a condition of severe homelessness and statelessness for many years in
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refugee camps constantly protecting their families from imminent danger. With such a
prolonged period of stress, refugees develop feelings of stress, and in extreme cases,
these lead to suicidal feelings.

English language proficiency
The English language requirement for non-native English speakers poses a "sense
of unfairness" (Kano & Varghes, 2010, p. 318) due to its excessive focus on academic
language proficiency in English to the detriment of losing their own language and culture
while mastering the content areas (Suárez-Orozco, & Suárez-Orozco, 2002). It posits an
incredibly high expectation that, some argue, sets a much higher bar much for non-native
speakers than for native speakers to prove their language preparation. Also, many English
Learner (EL) students perceive the EL program as either significant or as a hindrance to
their participation in college readiness (Kano & Varghes, 2010). The results are mixed
depending on the effectiveness of school systems and teacher training.

Equity in education
The term equity acknowledges the existence of unequal treatment in the education
process and the importance of addressing a disadvantaged starting point (Castelli,
Ragazzi, & Crescentini, 2012). The issue of equity in higher education from a social
justice perspective can be gained through two possible strategies; “to increase
participation from socio-economic groups who are under-represented or call attention to
the proportional distribution of students from diverse social and economic groups”
(Castelli, Ragazzi, & Crescentini, 2012b, p. 2247). Access to higher education is
influenced by the way students are prepared for college while they are still in high school
through the admission requirements, standardized tests, and financial costs of a college
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education. Students from low-income families are at a disadvantage because of financial
issues. While many higher education institutions offer financial aid opportunities to low
income students there are research studies that indicate little evidence of increase in their
access to higher education (Admon, 2008; Flint, 1994; Tumen & Shulruf, 2008). Wang
and Shulruf (2012) suggests another approach toward achieving equity in higher
education in the "Open Admissions Policy." This idea allows applicants from all socioeconomic backgrounds to meet the minimum university admission requirement to be
accepted into an academic program. However, Grove (2017) states it is not that simple
even if students meet the four-year college required test scores and Grade Point Average
(GPA) requirement. Although this policy has greatly helped to increase the enrollment of
financially disadvantaged students, it has also witnessed a high rate of failure in the
education of first year in college or non-enrollment in their second year (Wang &
Shulruf, 2012b). What the higher education institution needs are rigorous programs in
place for academic support, care, encouragement, and participation to help in the
successful completion of a college education degree (Grove, 2017). Seminal research
suggests a need to examine equal opportunities and the quality of educational attainment
within higher education in a more comprehensive manner (Shulruf, Hattie, & Tumen,
2008; Shulruf, Turner, & Hattie, 2009). Equity in terms of accessibility to higher
education is not sufficient. Instead, in an academic program “equity should be measured
in terms of success” (Wang, & Shulruf, 2012c, p. 11).

First-generation college student
First generation college students are sometimes labeled as disadvantaged because
they lack academic motivation (Petty, 2014). Refugee students face similar challenges as
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first- generation U.S.-born students, however, the refugee students face an additional
layer of challenges related to negotiating the language, culture, and school. Billson and
Terry (1982) and Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin (1998) state that first generation students
are those whose parents have not attended college. According to the National Center for
Education Statistics Report (2017), a lower percentage of first-generation students
attended highly selective 4-year institutions and moderately selective 4-year institutions
compared to continuing-generation students in 2002. First-generation students from a
lower socio-economic background face more challenges in pursuing an education (Bui,
2002). Also, students with refugee backgrounds who are also a "minority ethnic" group
and who "do not speak English" have more significant challenges in pursuing higher
education (Bui, 2002b, p. 9). A parent's level of education and educational expectation,
more than their socio-economic status, can influence the academic growth of their
children during 8th through 12th grades (Bui & Rush, 2016). First generation refugee
students are more likely to come from lower-income families than the continuinggeneration students and immigrant students.
Moreover, students of parents with a bachelor’s degree or higher degree have
more chances of enrolling in a four-year college (Bui & Rush, 2016b). Refugee parents
work long hours preventing them from becoming more involved in their children’s school
activities. This situation creates an obstacle between refugee parents and their children's
school. The impact of being a single parent is even harder (Bui & Rush, 2016c).

Acculturation
A large body of research on acculturation focuses on the impact of attitudes on the
well-being of people in minority groups, such as immigrants (Vuong & Napier 2015).
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School is the primary contact where refugee students have their first interaction with the
host culture (Sarr & Mosselson, 2010). A journey of new academic challenges for
refugee students begin in the educational institution from the very first day they start
school in the U.S. However, the new academic challenges that refugee and immigrant
students face result in acculturative stress exposing them to more social stress compared
to U.S.-born and white students (Moritsugu & Stanley, 1983; Smedley, 1993).
Acculturative stress is the highest for students who immigrate to the U.S. shortly before
enrolling in the public school. For example, Zajacova, Lynch, and Espenshade (2005)
found that recent immigrants reported more stress than the students who immigrated at an
early age or who were born in the U.S. Earnest (2010) cited the seminal study of Birman,
Trickett, and Vinokurov (2002) noting that the process of acculturation has three distinct
aspects: language competence, behavioral participation, and identification. These aspects
are vital for successful outcomes at educational institutions as they allow individuals to
communicate and function in new contexts.

Family-professional partnerships
Research shows genetic activity does not produce a finished product, yet it is the
continuous process of a child's interaction with the environment that influences change in
its outcome (Bronfenbrenner, 1978; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The supportive and
responsive environment of family-professional partnerships is a critical factor for positive
development of the child (Daniel, 2011). Partnering offers family involvement and
professional commitment for a child's success academically, socially, and emotionally
(Haines, Summers, Turnbull, & Turnbull, 2015; Jeynes, 2005, 2007; Weiss, & Stephen,
2010). Both family and professional partnerships highlight a collaborative flow of
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information and resources in both directions requiring commitment through a two-way
system. Better family-professional relationships foster success, higher student
achievement, positive behavior, and decreased achievement gaps between groups of
students (Bryan & Henry, 2012; Giovacco-Johnson, 2009; Goddard, Tschannen-Moran,
& Hoy, 2001).
Further, a family-professional partnership offers a two-way opportunity; first, the
family gets to know the school system and learns to support their child's learning at home
(Daniel, 2011); second, the educator gets to know more about the social and cultural
knowledge of a family, which helps develop a comprehensive pedagogical strategy in
order to improve the teaching-learning practice (Epstein, 1995). Number of studies on
family-professional partnerships indicated positive results on a student's performance, yet
families with culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds are disadvantaged while
partnering with professionals (Blue-Banning, Summers, Frankland, Nelson, & Beegle,
2004; Kalyanpur & Harry, 2012). Refugee and immigrant parents are unaware of the role
of parental involvement in the U.S. public school system. The role of parents within the
refugee community differs from that of the dominant culture (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001;
Palacios & Trivedi, 2009). Most cultures maintain a belief system that parents are
responsible for instructing the proper behavior of their children while the school imparts
knowledge (Palacios & Trivedi, 2009). Furthermore, parents believe parent involvement
is interfering with the teacher's activities and is considered disrespectful by nature
(LaRocque, 2013).
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Theoretical Framework
In this study, I adapted Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework to demonstrate
the overlapping relationship of the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem
and chronological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner, 1994) placing the
child at the center (See Figure 2). In Bronfenbrenner’s language the innermost circle in
which the child interacts directly and is influential is the microsystem. The mesosystem
serves as the median between two microsystems namely, home and school. As such, the
refugee students interact with three major factors - psychological, socio-economic and
cultural, and educational and institutional. The next circle represents the exosystem,
where the refugee students do not actively participate but they are influenced indirectly
by home, school and the peer group (Bronfenbrenner, 1994b). The next circle is the
macrosystem, which represents the institutional system of culture or subculture. The
ecological settings are reflected in the lower systems such as home and school in this
particular study. More significantly, the macrosystem represents the caste system that is
deeply rooted in the culture with a heavy influence on the refugee students' development
since birth. The final circle is the chronosystem that represents change taking place over a
period of time for refugee students as they intersect with the psychological (trauma and
mental health), socio-economic and cultural (living condition, address, employment,
change in family structure), and educational and institutional factors (college readiness,
student engagement), which is also influenced by the practice of a caste system that is
present in the home environment.
This paper analyzes these factors at a deeper level through the findings from the
participants’ interviews and describes how these factors intersect to better understand
these families’ assets and challenges within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework (Social Process)

Method
I used the case study approach to examine the understanding of Bhutanese refugee
families who resettled in two Northeastern cities. These two cities, Zenith and Pioneer
(pseudonyms), have a record of accepting a significant number of the international
refugee population from various parts of Asia and Africa. The case study method is a
suitable approach for exploring real-life happenings of Bhutanese families involving
multiple sources of information to reflect a diversity of perspectives (Creswell, 2013).
The data in this manuscript consists of a subset of data taken from a longitudinal 2-year
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study that was focused on family-professional partnerships between schools and refugee
families. This manuscript will focus on the responses of two students from a subset of
eight participants.
This study included data collection methods through semi-structured interviews,
classroom observations, focus group discussion and document collection. I employed
purposeful sampling (Maxwell, 2013; Patton, 2002) to identify potential participants
based on the different levels of parent’s education, gender, and castes from the
communities living in Zenith and Pioneer.
Following an inductive analysis approach, I collected and analyzed “multiple
sources of information and broadened [them from] several themes to the most general
themes” (Creswell, 2013, p.188). I employed initial “open coding” (Corbin & Strauss,
2007, p.195-204) by marking segments or portions of the data with descriptive words or
category names and dividing the data into meaningful analytical units (Creswell, 2013b).
I then used a priori codes from a pilot study to guide the coding process (Creswell,
2013c). In addition, I used the Nvivo platform to allocate different phrases, sentences and
paragraphs to generate a series of common codes (Yin, 2009) utilizing a “natural coding”
scheme (Saldaña, J. 2015, p. 105). Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory of human
development served as a “thematic organizational framework” (Glesne, 2011, p. 194) to
support this inductive analysis approach. I identified multiple codes within the
macrosystem level and then I subsequently narrowed them down to the three main
categories (i.e., Psychological, Socio-economic, and Educational), which I discuss below.
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My participants
In the following report, two Bhutanese refugee students and their experiences
represent the unit of analysis in this study. The following cases describe more in-depth
the diversity of experiences and aspirations of Thakur and Jayesh as they strived to access
higher education. Thakur and Jayesh regarded education as an important tool to succeed
in life yet their approaches to attend college were slightly different. Jayesh thought that
education was not his priority after his high school graduation. Jayesh wanted to take a
break and work and gain enough experience before attending college. Thakur’s priority
was attending college right after high school and he hoped to become a cardiologist one
day.
Thakur and his family. Prior to coming to the U.S., Thakur and his family were
living in a refugee camp in Nepal. His father who was a former refugee married his
mother who was a Nepali citizen. His mother joined the family to live in a refugee camp
after they were married. Thakur is the eldest son born and raised in a refugee camp along
with two other younger brothers. He went through refugee Child Play Center (CPC),
elementary school and middle school until his family opted to resettle in the U.S. In camp
school, Thakur learned all grade-level courses in English except the Nepali course in the
Nepali language instruction during his middle school education. The refugee camp
schools were forced to adhere to using the national curriculum of Nepal.
Thakur and his family have been living in the U.S. since 2013. He and his family
members are waiting to naturalize as U.S. citizens soon. They live in an apartment in
Zenith City. Thakur’s grandfather is a weekend guest who comes from another city
nearby to spend time with the family.
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When he first came to the U.S., Thakur entered eighth grade at the Zenith Middle
School with lots of excitement. He found his first initial days in school so confusing and
uncertain, embodied with fear and lots of the unknown. What Thakur had achieved in
five years was remarkable. He exited the English language (EL) program in one-and-ahalf-years and attended Zenith Technical Centre (ZTC) while also completing content
classes during his senior year in the regular high school. He found it quite challenging
balancing ZTC and his high school classes, yet he found both worthwhile. He understood
he could have come to the U.S. at a younger age so he could have exited the EL program
before he started high school. To him, exiting the EL program opened up opportunities
for choosing classes that he liked and that he felt would better prepare him for college.
As a recent high school graduate of Zenith High School, Thakur remembered his
first day going to the counselor’s office seeking help instead of his classroom, failing to
understand how school functioned. Thakur is a very smart person who is open to talking
with strangers and presenting himself as a leader of the house helping his parents to
interpret and translate papers and representing the family in many social situations. Both
of his parents have a middle school education so their ability to guide their children
academically is minimal. However, both parents are working hard to support the
education of their children. As the primary driver of the house, Thakur picks up and
drops off his younger siblings to and from school, and he also serves as the parent.
Last summer, Thakur started a job at a coat factory that demanded a lot of
physical activity. He realized then that the job he picked was not for him. By working at a
coat factory, it gave him a sense of how hard his parents had been working on a daily
basis to support the family and their children's education. This experience further
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motivated him to dream. Thakur aspires to become a cardiologist and hopes to live in a
warmer place away from Vermont. At present, he is completing his freshman year at
Swift college and he continues his journey to one day become a cardiologist.
Jayesh and his family. Jayesh’s parents divorced when they lived in Nepal. So
Jayesh, his single mother and two of his younger siblings emigrated to the U.S. in the
spring of 2008. His family was one of the few earlier Bhutanese families who relocated
from the refugee camp in Nepal in 2008 - the year the U.S. began resettling the
Bhutanese refugees from Nepal under the administration of former President George W.
Bush.
In Bhutan, Jayesh was born the eldest son and he relocated with his family to the
refugee camp in Nepal as a toddler. He and his family lived in one of the seven camps for
sixteen years before his family decided to resettle in the U.S. Jayesh began his schooling
in camp school and later moved to a local private school. Jayesh's English language
acquisition started early on in life. His father prioritized Jayesh’s education by earning
enough from his business to send him to a private school. Jayesh was one of the luckiest
refugee students to be able to attend a private school. Sending children to private schools
as a refugee was considered unimaginable by other refugee families. Private schools were
known to be better resourced and had a better learning environment. Jayesh was able to
learn courses in English except for the Nepali language course. In that way, he was able
to maintain the Nepali language.
Jayesh has an extended family that lives throughout greater Zenith. Most families
earned or owned homes, family businesses, including Jayesh who currently owns a
restaurant business in the area. His families meet on weekends to celebrate birthdays, and
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religious and cultural ceremonies. Based on the cultural norms, his grandparents are the
most respected members in his family. The grandparents usually have the final say. For
example, Jayesh's grandfather made the decision to resettle in the U.S, because he was
motivated to seek a better life, better education, and the security of life for his family.
However, for Jayesh, his motivation for higher education was strong.
Upon his arrival at Zenith city, Jayesh was enrolled in the EL program during his
junior year at Zenith High School. His language placement in the EL program was
determined by his age and his English language proficiency. Unlike other refugee
students, Jayesh had a good command of English. When he recounted his first year of
high school, it was full of the unknown, nervousness and discomfort in a new school
environment with a diverse set of new people. Jayesh took basic classes that were below
his grade level during his first year, which continued up to his second year when he
became a senior. Not able to advance to more difficult classes and staying on the collegebound track caused his dream of obtaining higher education, such as a four-year college,
to become more distant. Jayesh’s community values education so much that he feels
tremendous pressure from the family and community to succeed. Jayesh had received
endless support from his family, and his single mother supported him and his two other
younger siblings. However, after two years in high school, and graduating high school
without feeling prepared for the reality of college and what it would take to get there,
Jayesh experienced great disappointment.
Jayesh’s desire to gain higher education pulled him in the direction of the local
community college soon after high school graduation. He matriculated a few social work
courses but they lasted briefly. By then Jayesh considered higher education not his
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priority. As the eldest son, he had to shoulder the responsibility to support his
hardworking mother and school-going siblings. Jayesh believes everything has a time.
For him, he thinks the time for his college education has not come yet. He clearly
understands the importance of education and desires to return to becoming a full-time
college student in the future.
Jayesh recently married a woman who he fell in love with, in Nepal. The couple
has a newly born child and are living a comfortable life with their restaurant business.
Jayesh has more responsibilities to take care of his own family, mother, siblings and his
business. When I met him a month ago, he seemed a matured, hardworking family
member, and progressive business entrepreneur. Jayesh still has an aspiration toward
higher education for himself.

Findings
The following section describes a host of issues that Jayesh and Thakur
experienced while they were in high school. These issues are grouped into three main sets
of findings: (1) Psychological factors; (2) Educational and institutional factors and (3)
Sociocultural and economic factors. These findings are explained below and followed by
the discussion section. These factors greatly impacted these particular Bhutanese refugee
students’ abilities to access a four-year college degree.

Psychological factors
The trauma of leaving their home country and living in a refugee camp under
challenging situations can have a psychological impact on refugees. Jayesh and Thakur
refer to some of those psychological features in their following stories.
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Fear of being judged and a sense of insecurity. Student participants were
concerned about the fact that they constantly feared being judged whenever they spoke
up. During his initial days in high school, Jayesh never shared his opinion because he
was worried about being judged or that people might laugh at him. He felt he would be
wrong if he spoke out. Sense of insecurity dominated his initial schooling days. He
shared how the fear was internal to him, which kept him from seeking help. His feeling of
not being a fluent speaker also created a fear within him so deep that he could never share
it with anyone.
Thakur was nervous when he first went to middle school. His first week was full
of anxiety due to a new school environment filled with the unknown. Part of the reason
was that everything he saw in school was new and unfamiliar. It took him some days to
learn about new things. He remembered going to the guidance office instead of his
classroom. Due to an unsettled mindset, he could not perform well initially in any
academic setting.
Feeling uncomfortable. When Jayesh first attended school in the U.S., he
witnessed a very different school environment. Once a very comfortable student in Nepal
he became very uncomfortable in the new setting. It was totally different from where he
came from experiencing things like being surrounded by big buildings and suddenly
being immersed in an environment with white people.
Additionally, with a low level of spoken English, he felt even more
uncomfortable. Jayesh felt uncomfortable as he walked through the school and he felt like
he was always carrying a heavy load on his back. He said, “that affects me mentally from
doing” schoolwork.
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Educational and institutional factors
Exiting the English as a second language class. Thakur and Jayesh attended
their initial intake meeting for their English proficiency test that primarily placed them at
the grade levels indicated by the scores on their tests. However, Thakur and Jayesh were
unaware of the implications of these test outcomes. The teachers placed both of them in
English Language (EL) classes initially, as they were not proficient in English. Thakur
spent 18 months in the EL classes and exited the program giving him a mainstream
student status. As a mainstream student, Thakur suddenly had access to college-bound
high school graduation requirement classes. Zenith High School required a total of 24
credits to graduate. However, Jayesh was not lucky enough. He was first admitted in
Junior year in high school and did not have enough time to exit the EL program or to
acquire the 24 credits. So, Jayesh’s ability to take high school graduation requirement
classes became a barrier for him for applying to a four-year college. In other words, he
graduated high school with the EL diploma but without completing the college admission
requirements. After spending 18 months in El classes and passing, Thakur described the
situation more fully.
I am taking honors classes and things like that, but there is still labeling there. I
was enrolled before taking ELL and I passed the exam they do. And I think I was
maybe ‘in observation’ or something? That's what they used to say to me, but I
don't know.
Thakur was not sure about his academic status. Thakur often took classes from
various EL teachers and passed the tests. As he moved to freshman year at high school,
he spent "half a year in EL classes and was sent to the next level to English Progressive
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Class (EPC) or something." His struggle to exit did not end here. He had to take reading
classes then he took the exam and he passed. Thakur was lucky enough to get an
opportunity to take college-bound classes in high school. However, Jayesh did not have
enough time to exit the EL program. It was for this reason that Jayesh strongly believed
he could not attend a four-year college. He said, “lacking preparation. I wasn't prepared
and I didn't know the steps."
Ultimately, Thakur wished he could have come to the U.S. at a younger age so he
would not have wasted his time in EL classes as an eighth-grade student. At a younger
age in the lower grade he would have gotten more time to exit the EL classes and would
have gained a better understanding of the high school system. In reality, Jayesh and
Thakur arrived the U.S. in their mid-teens; thus, they had more to overcome and more to
learn.
College requirements. In the study, Jayesh and Thakur described the importance
of education for refugees and the potential change it could bring to the life of refugees in
the US. Thakur dreamt about becoming a cardiologist and Jayesh wanted to study a
doctorate in some field. Their individual experiences of hardship in earlier life in the
refugee camp and limited access to adequate education at all levels, made them realize
that education was a powerful force and key to advancing in life. There are lots of
opportunities in higher education in the U.S. but refugee students like Jayesh and Thakur,
in particular, were challenged by college requirements that they were generally unaware
of.
A comparison of school experiences. Jayesh and Thakur acknowledged the
many differences in their schooling experiences in high school than their previous
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educational experiences outside of the U.S. Participants had different perceptions of their
past experiences in a less structured system than the U.S. high school. This resonated
strongly with Jayesh who said:
You could choose some classes and you could pretty much like there are like preset up classes, like you have to do your final exam and then, you know you have
to pass and it's not like you have been graded every day. Here, it's like you have to
get participation grade, you get test grade, you get all sorts of grades and it
contributes to the final grade and final exam. So, it's not like that in host like in
the school that I went to.
In terms of getting into college, Bhanu (Thakur’s father) viewed that there were
lots of differences, ranging from carrying a laptop to the behavior of some students. He
pointed out his children were “taught strictly and here (U.S.) teaching is done in a
friendly manner.” In Bhanu’s personal experience, as a student he "was afraid to see
teachers there (in Nepal) and here in the U.S. students hug their teachers as if they are
friends.” Through the lens of a parent, Bhanu continued to say:
Some colleges do not accept students with low grades. Some colleges keep the
application and don't respond. Colleges search only for good performing students.
That's what I saw. In India, students are accepted based on their minimum total
aggregate (percentage) or notify students who passed re-exam are accepted by
certain college. Low performing students are very difficult to get college. I
understand this much.
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Jayesh, in particular, found it tedious to fulfil college requirements and he was
asked to "work on this class, you need to work on language skills, you need to improve
this, only you can take college-bound classes."
Language guru at home but not a language guru at school. Jayesh and Thakur
were exposed to the English language early on during their time in the refugee camp
schools. Throughout their schooling in Nepal, the language of instruction was English
except for one course which was offered in the Nepali language. They were unfamiliar
with the American accent. Thakur said, "I didn't know the American accent; they
(teachers) put me in the EL class because my pronunciation was not as good as now."
Students perceived they were being evaluated based on oral language and accent rather
than on their cognitive skills. The language barrier played a significant impact on Jayesh
and Thakur and their abilities to move forward in their education in the U.S. While their
parents considered them experts with using the English language in the home and
community, often referring to them as language gurus, their teachers and peers didn’t
recognize their abilities to navigate the English language in the school.
Challenges were even more significant to both Jayesh and Thakur during the first
year of school. The first thing they noticed was switching to a new language. They found
it difficult to understand and speak the language of other native speakers and they spent
most of their time trying to figure out how to understand and speak English. For Jayesh
"it was a just dream of just being there and I was there because "I don't speak the
language or you are learning to speak and trying to figure out” in the first year of high
school. Once they were resettled in their new home, they were admitted to the school
within their first few days after their arrival. The American accent was difficult to
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manage. Thakur thought himself a smart student, but he believed that based on his “unAmerican” pronunciation the teacher who tested him determined his placement in the EL
program and believed he needed more proficiency in English. Jayesh believed that the
teacher misunderstood his ability to speak English based on his “foreign” accent. In the
first year of the school, student participants found difficulty in coping with the English
language but over time they became more acquainted with the American accent. Thakur
recalled his first intake test at his middle school.
I knew English. Like, I’ve been learning English since I was three. It was only
one Nepali class, but other than that all my things were in English. So, I did know
English, but I didn’t know the accent. They did my interview. I understood
everything they said. So, they placed me in the EL class.
Inability to speak created a fear and posed a challenge to Thakur and Jayesh as
well. According to Jayesh, in school he wasn't as involved, "not speaking as much. Just
had a fear, a kind of fear what my friends are not, like I'm not as fluent or as good as my
friends around me are." According to Thakur, he was competent enough in the language
to overcome the barrier of language so that he could continue taking challenging courses
that would lead to college.
At home, it was found that school-going children like Thakur and Jayesh were at
an advantage when it came to the understanding the school system and accessing
information firsthand. Bhanu (Thakur's father) admitted he depended upon his son for
“most conversations with difficult things” in parent-teacher conferences. It indicated
parents with some or no education depended primarily on their children for interpretation
of information in the Nepali language.
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In the home, Thakur served as the language guru who discharged a range of
services from reading letters, writing checks, paying the car insurance, ordering and
purchasing items online, and navigating all financial transactions. As the eldest son,
Thakur found he was culturally positioned to help his family members and the
responsibilities his parents entrusted on him as he could use English well to navigate
information. He said, "I did the check payments, make car payments, I do everything…
online things, and all the payments." As the language guru at home, his family members
relied on his service to manage all of the communication.
Then I have to do the talking. So, if I am sleeping, if the door is locked, they
(parents) open it and then get me to talk to the person who is standing. Even if
some person is asking "where is this address?" they wake me up.
In doing so, Thakur sometimes acted like a father while he would get calls from someone
he did not know just to protect the family from potential scammers.
I have to be a broker every time they give a call, if somebody speaks English. So,
I am a broker. Sometimes I even have to be my dad. "Hello, Bhanu Dahal." My
voice gets kind of deep when I talk like that. I actually do that. Because
sometimes he gets lots of prize calls claiming that he will get $9,000 or $10,000
and sometimes he even gets a letter stamped with IRS. I search all those online, so
I know those things are fraudulent.
However, educated the parents were in the refugee community, it appeared that
they were still directly or indirectly relying on their children for understanding the
information that came from the school. When it came to reach out to the teachers,
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Thakur's father would normally go through the multicultural liaisons to learn about his
children’s progress.
I go to school and ask their respective teachers sometimes. I can't speak English
sometimes I use interpreter to learn about the weak subjects or when I feel any
weakness in any subjects. I go to that teacher and talk on why my child is not
doing well or also ask if it might be my weakness.
Although Thakur aspired to become a cardiologist his teachers felt that his
“academic writing was still a challenge.” In an interview with one of his teachers, Ms.
Warren explained her approach to addressing the challenge of getting a medical degree.
In Thakur’s situation, she said:
So, what we try to do is open students’ eyes to the wide range of careers and
opportunities and, you know, maybe if he (Thakur) doesn’t end up as a cardiac
surgeon he could end up being some other kind of cardiac provider. But not a
physician. So, in some ways it’s a little challenging to not squelch a students’
aspirations. But to help them realistically consider other opportunities. Because of
the hundreds and hundreds of students that we’ve had come through here, a lot of
them wanted to be doctors, we have one student in medical school.
His teachers’ perceptions of his English skills influenced Thakur’s aspirations, but
in their eyes, he did not perceive himself as the language guru as he was perceived at
home.

Sociocultural Factors
Refugees resettle in economically prosperous countries but bring with them
traumatic experiences such as loss of family members, separation from friends and
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relatives, their homes, and their properties. The following sub-factors reflect the
sociocultural challenges that the refugee student participants experienced.
Which rules to follow. School had its own sets of rules and expectation than the
homes that Jayesh and Thakur grew up in. Living in two different worlds left one with a
different taste, as Jayesh said, “It has been a big challenge for young people to figuring
out which rules to follow. Should I follow what my parents tell me to follow or should I
follow what my community tells me to do.” According to the participants, there was a
huge disconnect in the way that schools and families addressed and communicated with
each other. There was a cultural difference in how teachers were perceived in the U.S.,
which was a sharp contrast to Thakur and Jayesh’s culture where teachers were
considered as second parents and not treated as friends. In terms of course selection, there
was no such thing as full independence for students to choose the classes they were
interested in. According to Thakur, he tried once to pursue elective classes and the school
“called our parents to let them know and what I was trying to do.”
Parents expected good grades and supervised their children at home to make sure
they had done their homework on time. Teachers called Thakur’s home if his grades
slipped and asked his parents “if there were any problems in the house or maybe he was
not focusing.” Moreover, the toughest time that students faced was during the parentteacher conference. Students felt uncomfortable if they had not performed well, as Bhanu
said “my sons shook their head down. If they had performed well, they would talk
normally or comfortably.”
In American culture, students are taught to be independent, individual, and to
advocate for themselves. This was in stark contrast to students whose culture was one
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where parents expected their children not to work. Parents believed work and study
would take away focus from their study. So, Thakur thought he would help when he
graduated college, "I was trying…I'm just trying to help them. But maybe after 4 years.”
And Jayesh’s parents preferred for him to stay at home and live with them, suggesting a
concept of a joint-family culture.
At large, community pressure seemed significant where the community highly
valued education such as Jayesh’s case. His community thought everyone should go to
college and say “Oh you have to have a college degree. “You need to be able to make a
lot of money and stuff” which contrasted with Jayesh’s interest who was thinking about
taking a break between high school and college. On a positive note, it was the way
community cared for him that he felt a “sense of responsibility” for his fellow community
members.
Unawareness of norms and practices. That student participants mentioned their
difficulties with accessing the correct information about coursework, knowing their
status, and understanding the different documents required for college admission. Jayesh
who had been in high school for two years did not have the time to think during his first
year. He was too pre-occupied, and the lack of information created another layer of
confusion to his ability to set his own educational goals. "I didn't know that I could take
advanced classes that could help me prepare for college." While he started picking up
more classes in his final year, he found it was too late for him. Jayesh also mentioned "I
still don't know what to do, like what were different grants that I could apply and what
were different steps I could take to go to college." He perceived there was not enough
support for young people especially those who were refugees or former refugees or
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immigrant. Jayesh inferred that there were available support "services but there a was
lack of communication in between." He emphasized the need for more available supports
in school.
You know being really intentional and specific to students could probably help
and also being authentic to them, not to just pretend like ‘Oh we're there to help
you’ but deep inside you don't really and you just wanna do your job, you're not
there to help me, you’re just there to do your job and go home.
It is imperative to recognize the various challenges Bhutanese refugee students
experience in their new environment on a daily basis.

Conclusion
This article highlighted particular factors that a new learning environment posed
to Bhutanese refugee students creating another set of challenges for them. Refugees’
challenges are real. Despite the effort that U.S. schools have put into initiatives to narrow
inequity its systems and policies sometimes fail to recognize the cognitive skills of
refugee students due to a sole emphasis on English language proficiency as the
determining factor for success. Refugee students describe the experience they face is
more than general first-generation college going students. Language, cultural differences,
unawareness, the interplay of the caste system, gender gap, and previous schooling
experiences are some of the more notable challenges that, in this particular case, the
refugee participants had to face. Unaware of financing a college education has worried
Bhutanese refugee parents creating a huge gap of misunderstanding that impacts their
decision on their children’s higher education. In addition, SAT scores that refugee
students are not familiar with highlight even more a gap in their learning of other content
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areas. Higher education institutions potentially have an opportunity to develop innovative
strategies to explore real aptitude of refugee students through a specified period.
Dedicating these services to narrowing the inequity gap, the public school and higher
education institution could collaboratively build a more authentic partnership in seeking
ways to support refugee students in post-secondary education in the U.S.
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Abstract
The Nepali-speaking Lhotshampas from Bhutan have been victims of
systematic and gradual eviction from their home country. Having lived for
generations in their country, many, including the author, had never
thought they would be stateless for years. They struggled to live
peacefully in their own country despite the tyranny that reflected their
government’s policy to expel its ethnic minority citizens. The government
stripped the Lhotshampas from their language, costumes, culture, religious
practices and rights in the name of “one nation one people” policy. In the
following manuscript the author describes some of the untold painful
stories that have mostly been hidden from the international community by
examining the practices he used to conduct a qualitative study of
Bhutanese youth in light of his cultural, etic knowledge. Within the stories
of the Lhotshampas community, the author strives to weave in his own
story providing his insider perspective of the Lhotshampas experience.

Keywords: Lhotshampas, insider perspective, hope, third country resettlement, language,
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I believe I have learned so much from what my life has taught me through
a world of scarcity and despair. I could not see hope without the support
of others. Earlier experiences have taught me to seek comfort during
difficult times and to develop resilience with the belief that humans are the
true gift of God. I have experienced some happiness and small successes,
but life snatched it away frequently to introduce me yet to another
challenge. Believing in myself is the strongest form of determination than
any other opportunity I could gain in life (author).

Introduction
The purpose of the following manuscript is to examine my insider/outsider or
etic/emic perspectives (Geertz, 1973) and their influence on my interpretation of the postsecondary experiences of Bhutanese students as they prepared for a four-year college in a
case study. As former refugee and author, I share my own story of the struggle and
aspiration involved with pursuing a college degree and I humbly join my story together
with the participants from my case study to tell a larger story of the Bhutanese experience
in this particular community. The quotation above describes the hope I continue to have
despite disappointments I have experienced in my life. In addition, I acknowledge my
perspective as the researcher and the potential bias I may have had as a member of the
community in which I conducted my research. As a refugee educator, I had the privilege
to work with refugee students in the camp and was able to observe students’ aspirations
and their achievements. The current study focuses on Bhutanese refugee students,
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children of parents that I knew in the refugee camp, and their challenges at a local high
school while they were preparing for college readiness.
The seed for this study began in 2015 when a number of Bhutanese students
dropped out of a local high school drawing community attention for the first time to the
plight of Bhutanese youth. This issue prompted a serious discussion during one of the
school district board meetings that was open to the public. This event further sparked my
interest for studying the experiences of Bhutanese students. Knowing my own struggle as
an adult student in higher education in the U.S., I was interested in understanding the
challenges for young adults in the local high school and how they negotiated home and
school culture while preparing themselves for a four-year college.
In order to understand the particular experiences of these Bhutanese students’
challenges, I conducted a case study of two students, Biku and Sabitri, whose parents I
first met in the refugee camps in Nepal. Through several semi-structured interviews with
these students, I learned about the factors that affected their learning in high school:
language, disability, cultural difference, and their previous educational backgrounds.
Though their parents were not the primary participants in the study, I was able to also
interview them to understand better how their language, disability, cultural difference,
and previous educational background impacted their children’s college preparation. To
understand the school lens, I also interviewed their teachers about their performances and
participation in their class. The purpose of the following paper is to examine how the
experiences I had as a former refugee informed my ability to interpret the schooling
experiences of two refugee young adults.
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My passion for education stemmed from the lack of hope I felt during my
childhood in my home country. I grew up in a familiar loving environment until the
moment when my family and I suddenly became outsiders of a country that was our
birthplace. “You don’t belong here” was a prevailing sentiment that I experienced every
day. Since the age of 10, the moment I left my house and interacted with the outside
world I noticed that people in positions of power and privilege mistreated the other
minority groups especially the Lhotshampas (people who mostly lived in southern
Bhutan), the predominantly Nepali-speaking ethnic group. The negative treatment that
the Lhotshampas received was the exact opposite of what the ruling tribe, the Bhutanese,
experienced. My home was a small world of joy and happiness, but on the outside my
family and I experienced discrimination and hatred. What I observed outside of the home
I experienced as betrayal of the desperate love and belongingness I had for my country.

Census day: School result day
In 1989, I was in eighth grade, my younger brother was in fifth, and my youngest
sister was in first. One summer day, my parents received information from the local
immigration office asking my family to attend the appointment. The governmentscheduled appointment announced the results of the Census, which had been conducted a
year ago for my family. The Census decides the destiny of its citizens. Typically, a
country conducts a Census once every ten years to collect the necessary information of
people so the government can allocate funds for the positive social and economic
wellbeing of its citizens. However, this particular Census was not only used to update
national demography, but it was also devised as a tool to decide who were or were not
authentic citizens. I was old enough to understand the situation. That morning I was
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praying for a good outcome for the census result. Unlike a school examination result, the
Census did not offer a second chance. It was about creating a world for a selected few
and eliminating the others. It was also not about what I wanted for myself. It was about
what the ruling regime wanted for me. The royal regime decided the fate of its citizens,
whether they could stay or not in their country. It worried me that my family would not
be able to stay in the country where we were born and grew up in.
The same questions ran through my mind. What more could I do to prove my love
for my country? I had as much love as any other citizen for one’s country. I even dreamt
about becoming an army officer one day and to serve my country. Census day was the
most frightening day of my life. My worry reached its highest level as I witnessed many
other fellow citizens suddenly lose their citizenship. It created an endemic in my
community as we fell to the disease. We all felt a narrow margin of hope that we would
pass the Census test since the regime had manipulated it to disproportionately fail the
Lhotshampa people. Testing its citizen’s citizenship was a new tactic I had never known
and something I struggle to understand even today. By contrast, many countries including
the U.S. do not question the citizenship of a child who is born in that country irrespective
of their parents’ nationality. A child born in the U.S. becomes an automatic citizen except
for foreign diplomats. How could citizens who had lived in their ancestral land for
generations be asked to prove their citizenship as if they were contracted employees
working for a business? There was no conceivable answer to my question.
The Census result had more repercussion than the school result, which assigned to
the student a failing or passing grade for each grade level. The school result had an option
for students to repeat the class and an opportunity to advance to the next grade. At least,
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there was a second chance for students. But the Census result was far more powerful.
Someone else controlled the fate of one’s life and deemed it legal or illegal. Result day
was the most frightening of all school days.
On Census day morning, my family members and I dressed up in our best clothes
as if we were going to attend a Buddhist religious ceremony. It was natural for any
teenager to feel excited to go out with their parents. But that particular morning was
unusual. I felt no excitement except for my younger siblings who were too young to
understand what my family was going through. My parents looked worried. I felt a real
sense of responsibility as the eldest son starting from that day onward. How could one
day feel like an entire era? A journey of the heaviest heart began that day.
As I was still a minor, I was not allowed to enter the temporary office that was set
up specifically for this event. I watched my two younger siblings as we waited outside
the office building. I was consoling myself throughout telling myself the result would be
in our favor in the midst of other citizens who were also present waiting for the Census
result. During the short time that I spent outside the office I reflected on several things: I
wish I could have been born a member of the ruling tribe so I wouldn’t have to worry
about my fate. As an ethnic minority, I worried if I failed the citizenship test, I would
miss my loving friends with whom I spent all of my joyous childhood days, especially
my marble-playing friends. All I could think about was my classmates who were unaware
of what was happening to my family and me. I wish I could have stayed back with them
in class and worked hard to fulfill my dream to serve in the royal army. I couldn’t
imagine leaving all of those fond memories of my life that back then seemed so eternal to
me. I couldn’t make any meaning of what was happening to us. I had a sliver of hope that
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something positive would come from those who would decide our fate. I convinced
myself with the words of Frankl that “no one can relieve themselves of his suffering or
suffer in his place” (Frankl, Kushner, and Winslade, 2006, p. 78). I was trying to console
myself that I was strong and felt it would be what it would be.
After some time had passed, I saw my dad slowly and hesitantly walking out of
the building and my mother looked like she was on the verge of tears. I knew what their
body language meant. I acted naively and asked my mom several times because I was
more comfortable speaking with my mom. She faintly uttered a negative response. I was
completely frozen and wondered then what would be the consequence of our
statelessness. At that point, I experienced life as a dead end. I remembered the words of
Frankl, “Everything appeared unreal, unlikely, as in a dream. We could not believe it was
true. How often in the past years had we been deceived by dreams!” (Frankl, et al.,
2006b).
The fond memories and joy I had for my home country suddenly turned into
nothingness. It was hard to compare what I felt to what my parents might have felt who
for many years had served as loyal civil servants. Indeed, I was ready to harm myself,
had I not had the ability to control myself. I handled the situation appropriately. I realized
on that day that having a family was the most significant therapy to tackle difficult times.
Being together with loved ones was important. Census day had ultimately taught me how
to handle difficult situations: patience against impatience, love against hatred, hope
against despair, togetherness against loneliness. These qualities eventually became my
guiding principles in my life today. That day forced me to become more nuanced in my
thinking and in my exchanges with others. However, it was the lowest point in my life. I
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felt ashamed for not being able to do anything against the injustice that my family had to
go through. It was a moment of absurdity, but it also became a turning point in my life.

Personal philosophy on education
I believe that every human being is born with talents that need to be cared for and
given attention in order to do good in society, the nation, and the world. A community
that is based on equality and justice is able to serve humankind better. Systems and
policies that are created should convince the people that its outcome will grant a lasting
impact and garner a progressive and harmonized civilized society where all civilized
beings can realize they need each other to grow as a community. I have remained
connected, and become more comfortable, with people who have had similar experiences
whether it was such as having a poor home condition and being deprived of educational
opportunities. I empathize with the problems of my kin. Most importantly, the lived
experiences of refugees are so real because I understand them as my own.
As a child, I grew up with an awareness that education can move and change
one’s life. Not that my parents were fully aware of the value of education, but I was fully
aware, understanding that lack of education led to poverty and other social problems. In
Bhutan, the educational system was not fully developed at the time I left the country. The
regime introduced free modern education to the general public in Bhutan in the late 1950s
(Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016) which originally began in the towns and cities to primarily
serve the children of civil servants. However, most of the population lived in villages,
and some villages were located in the remotest part of the Himalayas so that it took days
just to reach the schools. Children of poor farmers did not get easy access to modern
education either due to the long distance or their sociocultural belief and value systems.
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Gopal, one of the refugee parents that I interviewed is an example. He said “My wife and
I did not study at all in Bhutan, but once we came to Nepal, we learned a little. My wife
and I had to do other jobs around the farm, so we didn’t have time to get an education.”
Introduction of modern education did not bring any dramatic change to the life of
farmers and their children; instead, it created a substantial socioeconomic gap between
those who could access education versus those who could not. Schools and colleges in
Bhutan adopted the Indian educational system and hired Indian teachers. There was a
total disconnect with the culture to which we belonged and what we were learning every
day. I strongly felt education should have a purpose. Moreover, I felt the right education
produced citizens who believed in nation building, promoted brotherhood and created
peace with each other. This was not the way of the government schools.
After the royal regime failed my family, we moved to the refugee camp. The
dream of accessing education was my only hope for surviving the long days in the camp.
Every refugee host country had its own set of protocols for refugees. Such protocols
confined refugees to the refugee camp similar to a modern human zoo, which resulted in
a loss of dignity in a protracted situation for the refugees (Vries & Van Heck, 1994).
Ironically, it turned out to be an excellent opportunity for many children who before the
Census day lived too far away from the schools. A policy of compulsory education for
children was indeed helpful, yet its implementation was worth appreciating. With a few
trained teachers compared to hundreds of untrained teachers, camp schools that were illequipped still functioned pretty well graduating hundreds of high school students each
year. Education in the camp was an essential tool in creating identity, peace, and a sense
of hope to reconstruct the lives of refugees (El Jack, 2010). Dedicating years of my
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volunteer service to the refugee school children and their parents, I found that parents
expected their children to do well in school and maintain a good name in the community.
In the end, I realized that when people gained access to educational opportunities
it did not always necessarily transcend to all sections of society. As I look back then, the
educational system was based on the assumption that “one size fits all.” Therefore, poor
people with less education were always at a disadvantage. Real effort to support low
performing students was absent. Parent engagement and student motivation were two
paramount factors for student success, and that was missing in practice. During my years
in the refugee camp as a student and an educator, and later as assistant principal, I had
noticed two types of families - one whose parents were aware and took advantage of
every window of opportunity they got, and others whose parents were concerned about
children’s education but they were not aware of what to do to support the education of
their children.
The refugee settlement process had a tremendous impact on the education of the
children and adults. The resettlement agency was concerned about successful
resettlement but gave low priority to formal education. The process created a scarcity of
good teachers in camp schools because the agency prioritized educated families to
resettle in the initial phase. Resettlement is a tedious and time taking process creating
mental distress for family separation temporarily or permanently (Horn, 2010). The
longer it lasts, the higher it impacts the quality of education in camp schools. In such an
environment, young people stopped going to school, instead resting all of their hope on
resettling in a host country. Refugee students felt that attending the refugee camp school
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was a waste of time as students knew they would be resettled anyway. This transitional
period already created a setback to students’ learning as families moved to the U.S.
As a researcher I became interested in understanding how refugee young adults
coped with their school while transitioning. Some of the young adults that I talked with
expressed their highest dreams. But their teachers thought that it was quite impossible for
these students to achieve their dreams due to their low English language proficiency and
content areas. Despite working on their dreams, refugee students later realized that they
were graduating high school without college readiness.
As a parent and student, I consider education as a primary pathway to a better life
by furthering knowledge, sense of self-efficacy, quality of life, and “making invisible
visible” (El Jack, 2012, p. 26). For refugee families, it counts even more. Every refugee
parent that I interviewed said they chose to resettle in the U.S. to improve the education
of their children. For example, I asked Laya, one of my participants, what was the
primary motivation of his parents to choose to resettle in the U.S. She said, “They
(parents) knew that it would be better for their children...that is us, when you move into
the U.S. you will have better education here.”
This quotation illustrates in volumes about the hope that refugee parents had for
their children and what the U.S. public school would offer them. Unfortunately, I believe
that parents’ hopes were dashed, given the disparity in number of refugee students who
attend college each year. I imagine it is hard for any parents to reconcile when the goals
they have for their children and what actually happens do not coincide.
Personal philosophy differs for each person. I see a subtle difference even with
my own son who currently is a senior attending Zenith high school, a neighboring school.
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As a former refugee, I personally shared common “refugee stories” (Bukowski, 2013)
with refugee students and parents, yet they would not wholly agree with the kind of
education that I believed in. Being both a researcher and community leader at the time
was a bit challenging. There were many instances they would talk about what I already
knew, especially when refugee parent participants talked about schooling in the refugee
camps. I knew much about refugee school affairs as I had dedicated my earlier life in
refugee camp schools as an educator and assistant principal. I would talk for hours about
the U.S school system and the role of parenting in the U.S. in casual conversations with
other Bhutanese members normally from the community. Yet as a researcher, I gained a
direct understanding of how to examine these issues as I put myself strictly in the
premises of IRB protocol and within the ethical limitations of my study.

Refugee identity: From a nobody to a somebody
Carrying the title of refugee is burdensome. The meaning ascribed to the refugee
is frustrating. Most importantly it seems to matter more to the non-refugee what is the
meaning of this term. In many societies, it means less than human and more than evil.
Understanding the cause is root in understanding why a refugee is a refugee. People have
many choices, and for a refugee there is no choice or option, only a feeling of
compulsion.
It was a blessing to have my eldest son Hessain, who was born in a refugee camp
and who is currently a senior at Zenith high school. I had an opportunity to read an essay
he prepared when he was applying for colleges. I felt proud to read his essay and about
his frankness in sharing that his parents had to leave the country and live in a refugee
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camp for years. What deeply touched me was his statement of living as a nobody as
mentioned in the excerpt from his essay below.
Living as a refugee always, and deservingly so, sounds like a horrible thing (but it
isn’t so bad if that is all you know). Unfortunately, my parents had the misfortune
to experience being evicted from their own country and forced to find somewhere
else to live. They were victims of the greatest ethnic cleansing gone unnoticed in
the modern era: the removal of the Lhotshampas from Bhutan. They spent two
decades of their lives as nobodies. Neither their host country nor their home
country would accept them. I was born halfway through the period as a nobody.
Living a life within the refugee camp was living in the world as a nobody.
The Bhutanese refugee families of Biku, Jayesh, Laya, and Sabitri, who were
resettled in a Northeastern city also went through similar life challenges in the refugee
camp that I went through. There weren’t many disparities in wealth and education, so
everyone in the refugee camp suffered and lived together. We discovered joys in our
sorrows and happiness in our successes. A perilous journey of expulsion from our
motherland brought us (the Bhutanese refugees) together, and we developed a feeling of
brotherhood that lasted eternally. Togetherness brought me hope and optimism. During
the initial days in the refugee camp, families found solace in transitioning and recovering
from the anxiety of being stateless and separated from friends and relatives from the
home country. In reality, we sometimes forgot we were refugees and living in a refugee
camp. I discovered joy in the absence of fear of reprisal from the royal regime (Nash,
Murray, & Parks, 2010). There was an absolute feeling of liberation of mind. However,
the environment outside the refugee camp differed tremendously.
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The term refugee had a different meaning to non-refugee communities around the
area. Our ancestors had migrated from Nepal to my home country centuries ago, so we
were ethnically and culturally similar to the refugee host country, but by virtue of
becoming refugee we had been cast aside and placed at a disadvantaged position.
Politically, the term “refugee” means “statelessness”; in other words, I do not have
political rights. Through an economic lens, refugees are people living in poverty who
depend upon others for their survival because their means of income is reduced to zero.
The absence of these two privileges had lowered the status of refugee to one of being
subhuman. This idea created anti-refugee sentiment initially among the local population.
The label associated with refugees had tremendous impact in Nepal. It was not just me,
but several others who also suffered. Most identified themselves as others to make it
simple to fit into society. For example, applying for a driver’s license, starting a business,
owning a cell phone, and opening a bank account required citizenship. Because refugees
didn’t have their citizenship papers, they were forced to find someone who would allow
them to register in their name to acquire these necessities.
In most cases, refugees had to pay an additional amount. Labeling had hurt
refugees in several forms, be it in public interactions, or educational institutions or
procedures. My refugee status had prohibited me from some of the great opportunities of
my life. One important opportunity was an educational trip to London that I had to give
up.
There were days filled with joy in the refugee camp, yet there were paramount
challenges too. I remembered it had only been a few days that my family arrived at the
refugee camp. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) agency
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had provided us with some bamboos, rope, tarp, and rations to start our living in the
refugee camp. After a few days of living in a temporary shelter, my family moved to a
hut for the first time, which I considered a real home today because it taught me a
valuable lesson to survive during difficult times. I thought we would live in the hut for a
few months with the hope of returning to my home country as our leaders assured us and
the international community was pressuring my home country to take back refugees. We
didn’t know at the time that the wait would extend to another nineteen years. The first
night I went to my bed, and I looked up; I would see the dimming moon through the roof,
and I started feeling that the moon treated everyone equally but even more so to the
homeless and refugees. I enjoyed the beauty of the moon and regarded it as a symbol of
support whenever I felt isolation and despair. Its brightness had given me hope for the
next day. I thought it gave me enormous blessings especially when I stayed up with it
each night to accomplish most of my schoolwork. It was challenging to study during the
day due to the noise and unpredictable disturbances. I have missed the moon ever since I
came to the U.S.
Sometimes I felt nature also mistreated us the refugees. One afternoon during our
initial days in the refugee camp, my family and fellow refugees were panicked by
unwelcome harsh monsoon rain. It was not merely rain but more of a mixture of rain,
wind, and hail. My father, younger brother, and I held each end of the square-shaped tarp,
and there was no one to hold the fourth end. We never had to do this before and were not
prepared for it. Neither of us had the skills to set up the makeshift hut. The three of us
fought against the monsoon rain to keep its wetness away from our humble home. We
were able to resist the powerful force of nature, but the rainwater destroyed our shelter.
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Quilt, mattresses, and all our clothes were soaked and ruined. This incident had tested our
ability to survive in the refugee camp, and never in nineteen years did we ever have to
face that kind of monsoon again. I assumed we had passed the test for life.
As I look through a collection of pictures, the ones that survived from the refugee
camp, I reflect on how I considered myself one of the luckiest human beings simply
because I survived the existential threat of overcoming what it meant as a nobody. As a
young teen who went through a difficult life and who was once malnourished and skinny
I was, now turned as a healthy and wise man. This became a whole process of re-birth for
me. It was a whole process of becoming somebody from a nobody. Throughout the
nineteen years that I spent as a refugee, it was indeed the highlight of my life when I
learned to manage myself in both difficult and good times. I had learned to become more
empathic with others in need. Had I not been a refugee, I would have missed important
aspects of what it means to be human, especially in understanding human suffering. I had
lived, seen, and realized the value of being human as a true blessing. However, the harsh
reality it brought, could also be a curse.
My mother was the greatest blessing to me. Her love and support had always
guided me to become who I am today. Most importantly her spirit of serving sick people
had influenced my way of thinking. She was a nurse by vocation and was always a
Florence Nightingale in my heart. She was the only trained nurse living with fellow
refugees in the camp who was trained and had served in her home country. Her role as a
female nurse was a blessing in disguise for thousands of female refugee patients. She had
helped thousands of mothers deliver newborns in the camp. She was one of the celebrated
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nurses for her commendable service and was appreciated by fellow refugees and other
non-refugee staff from the local area.
Most nights she had to leave her family and attend the calls from patients who
needed her help. At one point, my father had a severe accident in 1976, which resulted in
brain injury and gave him multiple fractures in his legs. I was three, and my younger
brother was just born that year. The family was devastated as my father, the breadwinner
of the family, was in a coma for several months. He had to go through several major
operations on his brain and his legs. And his post-operation was a setback for himself and
the family, especially my mother. There was no peace in the family for years. My mother
stood as a source of strength for the family as she took care of her disabled husband and
three children while she attended her nursing job to keep the family solvent. Witnessing
life’s ups and downs and the commitment my mother had for her family and others
influenced me in a variety of ways. Her service to nursing continued until she felt ill and
she was admitted to the same hospital where she had cared for her many patients, and
where she eventually expired never to return home again. This was the most significant
loss I ever had after we were evicted from the home country. What had influenced me
most was her undying spirit to serve others; she showed simplicity, honesty, and
dedication towards others and to her vocation. Although I did not take up nursing, I
decided to invest myself in helping the refugee community with education in whatever
way I could. This is my commitment as I reclaim my identity as a somebody.

The insider’s ease and unease
Choosing my research topic was based on my passion for learning about refugee
affairs. Growing up in a refugee camp for many years made me realize there was no other
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powerful tool one could have than the education one could acquire during one’s lifetime.
For a vulnerable individual like a refugee, education could offer such a person voice,
identity, and justice (Dryden-Peterson & Giles, 2010). Interviewing the two families in
my case study had renewed my thinking for learning multiple levels of challenges young
adults overcome in U.S. public schools.
When I originally planned for my doctoral research topic, I thought my study
would cover issues related to refugee students from all cultural backgrounds. It would be
a good way for me to address my interest and to also better understand other refugee
groups and students’ aspirations. I believed that not all refugees had the same level of
motivation toward education. I thought of the comfort level and familiarity I would draw
upon, which I felt was so important to a meaningful completion of this study. I started
looking at what would be my zone of comfort and discomfort as well. And I realized
accessibility and language became two important criteria that resonated for me
personally. I discovered a level of comfort in choosing Bhutanese refugee participants
due to language advantage and familiarity with the community to which I belonged. In
retrospect, as an insider, I would know most of the things, participants would say, but I
was reminded by Hoffman’s (1990) finding that everyone views the world through a
unique set of lenses and shaped by their own specific experiences. However, knowing my
biases, I decided to move forward to minimize my assumptions by keeping strictly to the
regulations of my IRB protocol.
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Insider/Outsider Perspectives
My relationship with participants
As an insider throughout the research process, I felt uneasy from an individual
perspective, because I was personally benefitting from using my participant’s data to
construct my dissertation. I had an agency for choosing the kind of participants that
would be suitable for the proposed research study. I did not have to worry about finding a
third person or liaison for identifying specific types of families with the student
participants that I needed for the study. However, I still requested multicultural liaisons
as my alternative source of information to help me identify potential participants. Most of
the participants I was recruiting were the ones I knew either from interacting with them in
the refugee camps or meeting them in the city where I now reside while organizing
various community programs. Since I spoke the same language, the relationship between
my participants and me was direct, so the communication was very effective. Also, it was
comfortable for me to also talk with the participants’ parents as I briefed them about the
research study. I felt free to check in anytime to conduct follow up interviews or verify
data either through phone or on a personal visit. As a member of the community, I went
to their home without their prior information as we didn’t need permission. It is culturally
appropriate as guests are considered as God in the community. That was the benefit of
being an insider. Most of my participants were minors, so I talked to their parents to
schedule the interviews. There was some level of discomfort in the young adults. Some of
the participating parents were close to my age group, so it made it easier for me to
approach them to update them about the research interviews. I communicated through the
parents who shared similar stories of deprivation and agony living in a refugee camp. I

114

found comfort in sharing stories from our past bringing us together while we continued to
struggle to live a life in the new environment.
In all the time that I worked for my community, I never expected what I would
gain from my volunteer services. For this research, I had two motives: one, I would let
American educators and policymakers know more about our physical, social, family and
cultural landscape (Falicov, 2016) and second, I was working toward getting my doctoral
degree. More than a researcher, participants treated me as a community member and
leader. The Bhutanese understanding of community service is totally voluntary with no
expectation for anything in return for that service.

The complexity of multiple roles
Throughout the study, one crucial thing that was constantly on my mind was the
importance of defining my role during the interview process. I identified three
overlapping roles: interpreter, community leader, and researcher. Maintaining multiple
roles in conducting research as an insider of that community was complicated. One
observation over time that struck me was the Bhutanese community’s sense of itself as a
community was so strongly internalized after resettlement in the U.S. For example,
community decisions and religious practices influenced everyday livelihood. I was aware
of the mindset that I had to move forward without distorting the fabric the community
used to build itself. Religion, community leadership, and social life were woven together
tightly. As a member of the community, I was also aware that this same fabric imported
the caste system from our homeland and it was a sensitive issue to which my participants
did not open up easily. So, it was important to take every step seriously and mindfully to
decolonize the barriers that might arise from the type of questions I would be asking
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(Smith, Eve, & Yang, 2019), making sure not to judge or value practices that emerged
during the interview. And doing this research should, therefore, stand as a meaningful
project for the community, while critically reminding myself to use confidentiality and
impartiality from the IRB protocol. Consequently, my multiple identities challenged my
position as a community leader (Smith, et al, 2019b). Alternating between the different
roles of researcher, community leader, interpreter, teacher, cultural broker, and karate
instructor was an existential challenge for any insider to consistently maintain focus on
one’s research process and goals.
Born in a particular tribe, my ancestors had undergone a history of ethnic
cleansing under a structure that depicted them as second-class citizens. Furthermore, the
prevalence of the caste system in the community underscored them as marginals from a
social and economic frame of reference (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain,
1998). As a descendant of this system, I was suddenly given power as the researcher, but
I still felt a sense of the outsider while interviewing participants who belonged to a higher
caste than myself. Holland et al. (1998) examined their own perceptions of the caste
system and recognized the limitations of their culturalist analysis after witnessing an
event in which one of their participants climbed around the outside of a house in order to
enter the interview room rather than walk up the stairs and pass through a kitchen that
belonged to someone of a higher caste. After deeper analysis and questioning of their
own cultural understanding of caste, pollution, sin, and dharma, the authors suggested
that missing from the cultural explanation was the additional significance of social
positioning that was imposed on this woman forcing her to find another entry way into
the house. The identity and social standing of who was inside the house waiting for her,
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as well as where the house was located in light of other families in the community was an
important signal to this woman for determining whether to conform or not to what was
expected of the social event. This description reminds me of the importance of analyzing
what lies beneath the first layer of cultural understanding of the caste system. I
experienced an uneasiness as an outsider from the very beginning when I set up
appointments for an interview as well as during the interview process. The caste issue
made me uncomfortable, and it resonated for me personally reminding me of the concept
of double consciousness as everything that I learned and observed was filtered through
my lens as an insider of the community yet I was also enacting research using
westernized practices (Du Bois, 1989). I experienced double consciousness also in a
sense that the caste system is a delicate issue within the community and it still exists with
some of the more conservative families. However, no matter how challenging it became,
I pushed through my comfort zone to enrich the research data with diverse participants
and making it more representative of the Bhutanese community. I noticed as an outsider
that the research became a long process as the researcher had to build trust, which could
take a long time. Without creating a foundation of trust, the research process would have
become a less meaningful protocol of collecting data to fulfill academic requirements,
and the participants would have worried about the data they had provided through the
interviews or other methods. This feeling was based on my own experiences as a
participant for other researchers who met with me once for an interview. After we did the
interview, I never saw them again and they took the data with them forever. I didn’t know
its utilization or its confidentiality. As an insider, a researcher could find familiarity with,
as well as accountability to, the community while inappropriate use of data would result
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in loss of credibility and respect. In particular, the Bhutanese origin comes from
collectivistic and rural settings where the community upholds different values
collectively over individualistic beliefs (Falicov, 2016b).

Parenting and dis/ability
Biren and I knew each other through karate lessons in the refugee camp about
twenty-three years ago when I knew him as a little boy. Since I was his older brother’s
friend, he gave me respect as a senior brother. Therefore, I noticed his body language and
choice of words in the Nepali language was respectful as usual. But what I began to
notice was his extra cautiousness while interviewing as he knew I had a different role and
had come with a different purpose. He knew my research team and I represented more
authority. As part of the IRB protocol, I had to ask him to sign the consent form
voluntarily. It was a little uncomfortable. Usually, in Bhutanese social practices, we do
not ask formal permission to engage mutual interactions; it is usually understood. I read
and interpreted the content of the consent form, and Biren blindly trusted me. He signed
it without reading the material. This, I realized, was the benefit of being an insider.
Although I had to respect his privacy and IRB protocol, I knew the data would serve the
purpose only I had intended for this study. As an insider, I also knew that most of the
Bhutanese refugees had become victims after receiving threats from the regime to sign a
“voluntary migration form” designed for the purpose of exile.
My interview with Biren was entirely different from my other participants. My
brotherly relation with him had somewhat influenced the interview process. It was
evident that Biren looked at me oftentimes and spoke in Nepali, not because Biren didn’t
know English but strived to show respect to an elder out of respect and familiarity. I
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noticed some kind of hesitancy while he was speaking in English. To me, this kind of
hesitancy is culturally normal and acceptable while you are being interviewed by a team
with its members from different cultural backgrounds. Biren was also mindful of not
bypassing me as the interpreter/ community leader as he frequently turned to
acknowledge me after another research member asked questions each time. I noticed
Biren was also creating a space for himself, for the interpreter, and for me, the researcher.
Although Biren and I grew up in the same refugee camp, I found his journey to
the U.S. was extraordinarily embodied with a lot of challenges and emotional issues. It
was challenging in a way that senior male members are expected to have more
responsibilities and, furthermore, he was a person who had a disability. Traveling more
than nineteen hours with children and with other fellow refugees was stressful to handle.
I remembered my own journey to the U.S. in 2011 as a team leader for a group of 25
fellow refugees who had to board in different sections of the airplane. All of them were
flying for the very first time. Some of them were older people and some were infants. As
a team leader, I had a responsibility for their safety throughout the journey. One
extremely challenging moment was getting the group to walk together through one part
of the airport to the other in the midst of a crowded airport.
Looking back to my own experience, I could imagine how difficult it was for
Biren and his family. Secondly, Biren had two wives. Polygamy is considered illegal in
the U.S. During his resettlement process he had to adhere to U.S. law, so he designated
his first wife the official wife and the second wife his girlfriend. Culturally, it does not
make a difference as both are accepted as respectable in the community. During the
interview when he touched on this topic, Biren showed a bit of discomfort to talk about it
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because Bhutanese people do not speak about polygamy openly. I felt uncomfortable too.
I felt talking more on this topic made me think that I was interfering with his private life
and also it was not our area of research. It was fascinating to learn Biren’s determination
to overcome his disability which at one point led to extreme depression. Disability has
been a huge stigma in the community. Biren said, “when I first came here, all people told
me you could not do anything. You should apply for SSI (Supplemental Security Income)
and get your benefit, so I got further into depression. So, I plan to work.”
Through my own experience as a refugee, the first year in a new country was very
challenging to most refugees and to come with a disability further added more challenges.
It was painful to learn as insider/outsider when Biren’s son communicated with him,
“Papa, I know you are disabled. You are not like us.” I realized that the challenges people
with disabilities faced under the auspice of refugee immigrant also had another layer of
challenges.
Despite his disability, Biren fostered a hope that his children’s education would
lead to a better future for the family. Even when I recalled my own decision to resettle in
the U.S. 10 years ago, I primarily decided my son would get a better education in the U.S.
Most of Biren’s parenting skills came through his own past schooling experiences when
he admitted to being more of a mischief maker than a good school student due to a lack
of proper guidance. Biren believed his previous experiences and scarcity of opportunities
had led him to a guiding principle to become a better parent. To my surprise, Biren had
learned so much about the public school system within a year and had met teachers a
couple of times, which convinced me of his serious investment toward the education of
his children. This was a very rare case. In general, Bhutanese parents think education is
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important for their children, but in reality, they could not guide their children due to
linguistic barriers and the multiple jobs they had to maintain to support their families. In
addition, parents think the teachers are the sole guardians and entrust all academic
responsibilities of their children to the teachers, but in Biren’s case, it was different.

The complexity of gender
Growing up in a Bhutanese community, there was a cultural belief that male
members of the family were encouraged to go to college and pursue higher education and
women were not. It was deeply rooted in the practice that women would marry and go to
their husband’s home. Men enjoyed freedom whereas women were subjected to more
restrictions, a tradition that Jayesh, another participant, who recently graduated from high
school emphasized when he said, “you have to be a family person. You have to take care
of a family. You know you can’t go to work. You can’t do this job because you’re a
woman.”
Most Bhutanese practice traditional gender roles where women are considered
less important when it comes to gender equality while men make the final decisions for
the family (Falicov, 2016c). In his personal account, Jayesh acknowledged he had more
freedom than his sister. He said, “I don’t have to let my parents know and be like I’m
going to my friend’s house. I’ll be sleeping there. But my sister, if she says that, she has
to explain where she is going, whose house it is, everything. So, and going out and
everything there is always like gender stereotype.” In the post-resettlement, I noticed,
however, the definitions of gender role and freedom had changed to the extent that some
Bhutanese girls could attend college by themselves. They could drive cars and hold jobs
in stores, hotels, and other businesses.
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Through my observations, I noticed the existence of some level of gender
domination yet not as much as I saw before the resettlement. For example, Biren had a
dominant role in the family - a typical depiction of the patriarchal society. Biren would be
giving the interview, hosting the guests, and ordering tea for the research team. In several
interviews, Biren’s wife Indra would be in the kitchen most of her time and doing the
house chores. At times, the research team asked Indra to join the interview and asked her
questions about the education of their children. She did not know about the education of
the children and responded: “what to tell?” I wondered if it was the language that held
back her response but more than that, it was the role the community ascribed to women
who are called upon to talk about territory which they were not familiar with. I could
relate so much of these features to my own family and to other Bhutanese families, too. It
is unconsciously created. I didn’t understand how it happened. I always wanted my wife
and son to take the initiative, but it never worked as I imagined it would. It was too
deeply ingrained in the family members to expect more of the adult male in the
household to be in charge of managing the family.

The complexity of language
The Bhutanese Nepali were the victims of a systematic elimination of their ethnic
language from their mainstream life; the impact of which is still evident throughout my
personal experience of struggling to read and write in the Nepali language. This loss is
deeply rooted in the regime’s policy of dismantling the other minority languages. Strict
imposition of the regime’s policy on eliminating the Nepali language from school
curriculum and excessive emphasis on the national language had adversely affected
students of my ethnic group. Biren’s family and other Bhutanese families struggled today
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to balance the national language with their own ethnic language, as well as acquire
English. It is a common phenomenon of Bhutanese Nepali using English words in
everyday conversations. I knew how my parents struggled to learn and shift to another
language when the royal regime made a compulsory policy for everyone to adopt the
Dzongkha, the national language. The policy put their jobs at risk as they had to learn a
new language. Shifting to another language had two major impacts that I have learned
over the years; firstly, it takes away individuals from various opportunities such as a job,
education and cultural preservation; secondly, excessive emphasis on one language
makes the other language dysfunctional and rendered useless in the public sector. A shift
to the majority language suddenly made every able person unable who came from other
linguistic groups. I experienced frustration with the diminishing nature of my own ethnic
language, a loss of me. As the regime language started to rule over other ethnic
languages, there was a seeming change in the pattern of school staff members who were
culturally different. Communication was hard at both ends for parents and teachers.
Not surprisingly, the position of the ethnic Nepali language was further
diminished upon arrival to the U.S. I felt the environment in the U.S. did not support
students’ learning in their ethnic language due to the school’s dominant expectation on
English language proficiency. The English language itself represents knowledge. It is
evident to the fact that every school in northeastern cities explicitly emphasize English
language proficiency in preference to the other skills and talents that refugee/immigrant
students bring into the school.
I felt Biku and Sabitri now in high school had further lost their opportunity to
learn their ethnic language. Neither do they have strong English proficiency to qualify
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themselves in mainstream courses in the local high school. Their long wait to resettle in
the U.S. affected their ability to acquire the English language and to learn the content
areas. Biku and Sabitri were quiet during the first and follow up interviews. Both of them
mostly responded in one word or in some phrases, such as “yeah,” “Mhmm,” “Good,”
“oh, maybe’ “run,” “I haven’t.” It indicated a huge gap inequity in their public education.
Also, they were quiet in the presence of adults. Normally, Bhutanese children maintain
their quietness in the presence of their parents and guests. Culturally, it is not appropriate
for children to interfere in adult conversation. It is common for any Bhutanese children to
speak softly yet I sensed they were nervous. Perhaps, their opportunities to meet the
research team in their homes were rare. However, moving forward Biku and Sabitri
started to speak a little more in our following interviews.

Insider/Outsider Making Sense of Research Methods
Case study and not a Census study
Keeping in mind how the census event in my homeland had added trauma to my
family, I was constantly mindful that my case study of Bhutanese youth and their families
ought to receive more friendly and comfortable approach. Also, I decided to choose
Bhutanese individuals as my participants as I understand my community more than any
other refugee and immigrant community in the Northeast. I am culturally sensitive on
how to approach community members, ask appropriate questions, deal with genderrelated questions tactfully, and approach the complexity of the caste system in the
community. In addition, I am personally interested and invested in understanding how my
community fares as it transitions to life in the U.S., especially related to educating young
adults. As an insider from the same community, most parents before their resettlement
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started in Nepal, invested so much of their time working in menial labor work in nearby
towns to offer a better post-secondary education for their children. And a lot of parents,
including myself, also had a strong reason to resettle such as providing our children with
good educational opportunities in the U.S. and other resettling countries in Asia, Canada,
Europe, New Zealand, and Australia.
I chose a case study as my inquiry of research to understand contemporary issues
of Bhutanese students through multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2013). In the age of
information technology and various scientific developments, events and environments are
often changing, and it’s important to understand the issues and address the changing
needs. Some of these events are appealing as they are real-time instances that people are
interested to learn and act on to fix it. For example, there is undoubtedly an appealing
story of Sabitri, another participant, who was the center of this case study inquiry. Sabitri
and I come from the same community, and both of our families went through the same
process to resettle in the U.S. What makes a difference is her age, her learning
environment, and social settings. Sabitri’s background at school grossly differs from the
majority of her peers at her school. During the two years of my observations and
interviews, Sabitri was always quiet and shy at home in the presence of her parents and
so did she at school as well. Being quiet is a value her home and community perceive in
girls who are good. Also, her culture expects children to listen during adult
conversations. Her quietness, which was considered good at home presented her with a
disadvantage at school, where talking and socializing with peers and teachers is regarded
as an asset. According to the literature, there are numerous challenges such as the
language barrier, different schooling system, peer pressure, school expectation, balance
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of schoolwork, and family role, system barriers, and discrimination (Brooker &
Lawrence, 2012; Crea, 2016; Shakya, et al., 2012) and giving a voice to refugee students
create a change (Dryden-Peterson & Giles, 2010) for they may position themselves as
role models to their families, communities and younger generations (Wright & Plasterer,
2012). Educational opportunities for Sabitri in the U.S. have relaxed parents’ dreams and
created hope for Sabitri for higher education, yet there are constraints. Sabitri’s story
would give personal insight into the various challenges of EL students, in particular, the
refugee students in northeastern high schools.

The role of non-verbal language with interpretation
As I was preparing to conduct this research, some of the questions that I found
most daunting related to potential biases that might emerge in my data collection and
analysis. I have invested in helping my community since the refugee days either as an
educator or a community leader. And that continues up to this day. During the interviews,
I noticed members of my community who used lots of nonverbal body expressions that
influenced my thinking as I interpreted the data. Understanding body expression varies
across cultures. To be a researcher and interpreter at the same time had a significant
impact on my data collection and making analytical sense of it. The research participants
and I underwent the same challenges; it was more likely that I filtered the data through
my unconscious bias as the researcher. In an interview with Biku and Sabitri, I collected
fewer linguistic data comparatively as the students were shy and could not say more
about their experiences, but there were lots of body expression that informed the data in a
different way. In understanding and analyzing what those expressions meant, the data
gave me the freedom to write on the basis of what I understood from the Bhutanese
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culture. In one instance Biren described how he felt, “because if I don’t understand, I will
just shake (sideways) my head,” expressing he didn’t understand. Shaking the head is a
sign of submissive behavior that I noticed with Biku and Sabitri throughout the
interviews. Indra used smiles to indicate she was running out of words. This
understanding of body language might be universal, yet these are some commonly used
body languages in the Bhutanese community.
Other issues I encountered related to issues of interpretation and transcription.
There were times during the translation process when there were words or phrases
missing in either of the languages that severely affected the meaning of the data.
Sometimes, it could not have been the meaning that the interviewee wanted to convey. As
such, I thought that any planned research design should articulate how much a researcher
should focus on engaging men and women while collecting data, especially in a
community that is historically patriarchal. Most likely, there should be equal time
allocations for interviews for the husband and wife to communicate a balanced set of data
gathering that would be representative of the family. Standard procedures like asking the
same set of questions to all participants, making questions easy and understandable to
interviewees, identifying comfortable locations, using multiple researchers to collect data,
using multiple data collection methods, consulting various data sources, and engaging
member checking with other researchers are necessary tenets to achieve as equitable of a
data outcome as possible.

Interview as tool or weapon?
Interviewing the participants was enriching in many ways. While I was
interviewing Sabitri and her parents, Bhanu and Urmila, it reminded me of how the
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interview was a symbol of expulsion of my people from their home country. The majority
of former Bhutanese refugees now living in the U.S. experienced the interview as
negative after they inevitably failed their tests and then were forced to leave their home
country. Sabitri’s family was no exception. My parents were also traumatized by any type
of interview they were subjected to. It had an enduring effect on me, as well. I had
internalized an attitude that interviews were meant to disqualify others. Recently, while
processing for settlement to the U.S., my family had to go through several interviews
with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) to the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) staff. It was scary that we could have failed. I
know Bhanu and Urmila went through the same process to resettle in the U.S. Sabitri
who was born in the refugee camp did not experience how eviction from the home
country traumatized her parents unless she heard the whole story from them. The
interview for Sabitri ended up becoming just a regular conversation although she was
quiet most of the time in the presence of her parents. For the last two years of interviews
and observations, Bhanu and Urmila were seriously engaged in responding to interview
questions. They would instead ask the research team to repeat and make sure they
understood research questions correctly. It was good to learn both Bhanu and Urmila
were careful about questions they were being asked and what they wanted to answer.
Back in the home country, many families signed the regime’s voluntary migration form
unaware of its real significance. As most Bhutanese parents had little to no education,
they didn’t know the content of the form. Families signed the regime-sponsored
voluntary migration form oblivious that they were signing away their citizenship.
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I realized during the interview process that the semi-structured interview method
was best suited for refugee families. Most interviews ran over as interviewees provided a
lot of information which sometimes steered away from the focused area of the study.
Follow up questions served as a tool for me to make sure that participants had their say.
As a leader of a community, interviewees tended to have some other questions not related
to the interview, and that led to another conversation within the interview period. I could
not deny their miscellaneous requests. Also, I found asking long interview questions
confused the interviewees and interpreters, as well. It was helpful for asking shortly
worded questions for effective communication and for eliciting more accurate responses.
Lastly, it was apparent then that people living in the refugee camp did not have much to
do except to share stories, so they spent time sharing stories of their life’s journey. I
noticed that such conversations reappeared during the interviews. It was important to
recognize their stories and in doing so I recognized my own.

Coding and categorizing to create otherness
In light of the refugee crisis in Bhutan, labeling, coding, and categorizing came to
represent more symbolic tools early on in my life. But as a researcher, having the liberty
to label and code gave me a profound sense of a self-recreated role with more agency
than I was ever accustomed to having. The act of coding led to a different world of
responsibility. I also perceived this research norm as potentially creating otherness for
Bhutanese families and was similar to alienating them from their country of origin.
Bhutanese refugees were victims of labeling and categorization in their home country and
even in the host country. It took me back to my past, to the reason why I was designated a
refugee. The royal regime used categorization as a weapon to systematically disqualify its
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citizens. For example, the government categorized the Lhotshampas into seven
categories. Each category was labeled with its own definition ranging from genuine
citizen to illegal immigrant. As I began to conduct the data coding, I became aware of my
instinct to label the participant voices without giving too much worry to what the
participants would prefer. Similarly, the royal regime used these terms as tools to expel
me, my family and tens of thousands of other citizens. As I tried to code and label the
data set, it triggered personal memories of the hardship I experienced in the past.
Growing up in a refugee camp and living an arduous life that included scarcity of food,
clothing, and shelter was not an experience that any young adolescent should ever have to
experience. More than anything else, being labeled a refugee had tremendous impact on
my own thinking and perception of my teenage years. It was demeaning for anyone to
live with such limited resources and who deserved to live a free and dignified life. This
critical learning was what impacted the way I conducted my research coding. I
endeavored to bring personal meaning to the data, and to uphold and amplify the voices
of my participants.

Conclusion
Researcher analysis of the cultural and linguistic community to which one
belongs is complicated in many ways especially when examining the dynamics of an
insider and outsider perspective. Yet, the data also guides researcher analysis by
constantly prompting their “positionality, prior knowledge and taken-for-granted”
knowledge (Smith, et al., 2019c, p. 33). Examining the multiple roles of insider in this
study challenged my view of the ethical boundary that the research practices, tools, and
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norms sometimes evoked throughout the process, and sometimes my own authenticity as
member of the community. Switching from my role as insider to outsider might have
potentially removed my ability to see the unknown, or to see the old as new even as it
helps to reduce bias, a consideration of traditional qualitative research. On the other
hand, an outside researcher working as an insider would be unnatural, unrealistic, and
would further question the authentic relationship between the researcher and participants.
There is a thin balance to negotiate in switching between an insider-outsider role while at
the same time making sure the IRB protocol cannot be compromised. In spite of these
considerations, I learned to examine the differences within the community especially as
the new country informed them. Taking into an account the intersectionality of gender,
language, history, culturally sensitive interviews, and body language particular to the
community are foundational for employing culturally humane and meaningful research.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This qualitative study aims to understand the experiential perceptions of eight
Bhutanese refugee students’ challenges and how they negotiate home and school cultures
while transitioning to a four-year college. The study pays a particular focus on challenges
from the perspective of Jayesh and Thakur, two of my participants, who saw many
opportunities ahead compared to their life of the past, when they’d had little or no
resources at all. Jayesh and Thakur viewed education as something that could help them
prepare for life with a well-paid job to help their parents. Although they aspired to
success, with big dreams for themselves, they also realized some obstacles stood as
challenges. Some of these challenges included adjusting to a different school system,
carrying increased responsibilities at home, and being accepted by the school, teachers,
and school friends (Gitlin et al., 2003; Ong, 2003). Their stories highlighted some
services that were available in their schools, yet the availability of these services was not
communicated in such a way such that they understood that those services were meant for
them as well. This was due to information disjuncture (Anne Kennan, Thompson, Lloyd,
& Qayyum, 2013).
Jayesh and Thakur were optimistic that a college degree would offer them hope to
do better in life in the U.S. However, this study discusses some significant challenges
Bhutanese refugee students had while they were in high school and thinking about
college. Findings from this study indicated that Jayesh and Thakur had developed big
dreams; however, their aspirations were challenged by a myriad of responsibilities at
home and school as well as their grade level performances. Jayesh and Thakur
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highlighted, in particular, linguistic challenge (Kanno & Varghese, 2010), multiple
responsibilities (Shakya, et al, 2010), financial stress, cultural differences, unawareness
of available assistance and programs, challenges in exiting from EL status, and different
school experiences, all of which posed significant challenge to their academic
opportunities (Brooker & Lawrence, 2012), consistent with other refugees and
immigrants.
Some researchers who had studied refugee students (Brooker & Lawrence, 2012;
Kanu, 2008; Kong, 2016) and their challenges in high school and college in non-U.S.
settings found a number of challenges that were already known, such as financial,
linguistic, social, cultural, and educational challenges; however, Kanno & Varghese
(2010b) studied challenges in a broader spectrum of immigrant and refugee students in
the U.S. context. Refugees and immigrants are similar in many ways, but differences
were paramount with respect to how they were raised in two totally different
environments they lived in before migrating to the U.S. The particular challenges refugee
students faced in the U.S. public schools were affected by their past experiences of
“disrupted schooling, trauma, lack of money (Hannah, 1999), and nutritional deficiencies
(Rao, Asha, Ramesh, & Rao, 2008). By analyzing the findings, the present study tried to
fill a gap in the literature by examining what has not been investigated, such as
complexity of the EL classes, systemic barriers, and challenges of first-generation
Bhutanese refugee students.
This chapter discusses the findings in relation to the previous literature review in
Chapter Two. For organizational purposes, this chapter is divided into two sections. The
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first section discusses the general findings. The second section presents additional
findings that were not included in the findings chapter.

Summary of the findings in relation to the previous study findings
Research findings from the previous study indicated that refugee students came
with different learning skills shaped by their previous schooling system (Hannah, 1999).
They had been raised in the educational tradition of memorizing facts and critical
analysis (Gray, 1996); project-based learning had not been a significant part of their
education in refugee camps. In the U.S public school, refugee students had to learn basic
language skills. Moreover, they spent most of their time in public schools learning the
English language and other basic skills. Challenging content classes were far beyond
their reach due to those classes’ complex requirements. Parents who seemed acquainted
with their children’s previous school system did not realize that their children were
promoted every year with learning skills far less than their grade level standard.
It was noted that refugee parents opted to resettle in the U.S. with a hope that their
children would be able to access better educational opportunity and could shift their life
of generational poverty to a life enjoying a decent living. Teachers understood that
language learning was a key to learning and understanding other content courses which
otherwise would have been inaccessible to the refugee students. Based on linguistic
skills, the curriculum of EL was developed so as to meet the minimum requirements to
graduate high school. Language proficiency served as a gateway to mainstream classes,
but the EL program was difficult to exit when the curriculum overemphasized language
learning. It was evident with both Jayesh and Thakur that once identified as the EL
students, it is a complicated procedure and overwhelmingly stressful to exit EL status.
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College preparation and college level courses were accessible to only those students who
were considered mainstream students and had already acquired English proficiency; these
courses were not available to students in the EL program.
As a part of their culture, Bhutanese refugee parents did not complain about
teachers, as a way to show respect. Refugee parents considered teachers as surrogate
parents and expected them to assume responsibilities for nurturing their children to
develop all required skills necessary for advancing toward a better future. A part of the
problem for parents was that they were not aware of what was going on in their children’s
preparation for college. School officials, having heard no complaints, believed that the
EL program was working well.
In the present study, most refugee parents acknowledged they had never visited
their children’s schools in their own initiatives either in refugee camps or neither in the
country of origin, so they could not engage with their children in their learning at home.
Yet parents affirmed the importance of education and the change it could bring in the life
of refugees in the U.S. The families involved in this study were consistent in their belief
that their past experiences of hardship in refugee camp, and their limited access to
adequate education at all levels, made them realize that education is the most powerful
force for positive change. For them, education could be seen as a means of personal
empowerment and efficacy, by providing a sense of purpose amidst the many challenges
refugee students undergo in a new country (Kirk, 2010; Zeus, 2011). Their opportunities
for higher education had been notably lacking in the past (Wright & Plasterer, 2010) and
continued to be limited in the present circumstances as well, despite the students’ interest
in pursuing college education (Dryden-Peterson & Giles, 2010). There were many
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opportunities for higher education in the U.S., but refugee students, in particular, were
challenged by their lack of awareness of college requirements.
Parents also had difficulty advocating for their children, due to the complexity of
the school system and lack of additional support. The culture of respect and the absence
of self-advocacy contributed to their disadvantage. Moreover, language posed a barrier to
parents’ advocating for their children. Refugee parents depended upon teachers who they
believed were acting as surrogate parents. The study also found an absence of
community-based organizations that provided academic services to low-income or
refugee students after their school day or during the weekends.
At home, participants’ linguistic advantage, their greater facility with English,
caused a shift of power from their parents to the students themselves, sometimes resulting
in a role reversal in the new environment (Hynie, Guruge, & Shakya, 2013). This shift
negatively impacted parenting. However, parents were supportive of their children’s
academic advancement, working hard in low-paying jobs and taking care of other
household necessities. Prior evidence has suggested that strong family support is related
to positive experiences for students (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Barnett,
2004; Freeman, Stoch, Chan, & Hutchinson, 2004). Thus, the parents’ roles had both
negative and positive consequences for the students in the study.
All student participants were first-generation college-bound students. These
students faced the same challenges as any other first generation American-born students.
In addition, refugee students in this study faced other challenges. Most of their parents
had never attended school and could not engage the students in their learning at home.
Language became a barrier to communicating about their children’s needs. Parents also
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had difficulty advocating for their children due to the complexity of the school system.
Moreover, the parents didn’t know the process of schooling. They depended completely
upon the teachers, multi-cultural liaisons, and their children to navigate the school
system.
As a part of their home culture, refugee students lived in a joint family system that
normally included their uncle’s family or grandparents. Students often had to live in an
overcrowded dwelling without any privacy and without a proper learning environment
(Vang, 2004). Sometimes refugee families chose to share their apartment to avoid the
burden of the high rental cost. In one way, this offered refugee families an opportunity to
share the expense of rent among themselves. However, students in such shared
apartments did not have a proper environment for their learning and for doing their
academic work.
All refugee students who participated in the study expressed their desire to pursue
higher education, yet they were directly or indirectly affected by their previous life
experiences of lack of adequate school facilities in refugee camp schools and proper
learning environment (Hannah, 1999). The present study found that there is a huge gap
between what refugee students dream of becoming and how they are performing in their
schools. Thakur’s teachers (Will & Bill) were more skeptical whether he would become a
cardiologist because of the twelve years it would take to get through medical school and
residency, on top of which of which the financial obligation would be huge. This
situation is problematic, as it goes against the very spirit of the No Child Left Behind Act
(Bush, 2001). In view of this law, it is reasonable to expect that schools be held
responsible for student outcomes (Rendon, 2014) as students spend most of their time in
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schools over the years. However, local public schools have been trying to address refugee
students’ issues, though many times without success. Lumby (2012) found in a recent
study the perceptions of young people that the difficulties they encountered were in part a
result of their own behavior and in part a product of the system.
The present study found the local public school created two main student bodies
in their day-to-day operation: one of them consisting of the mainstream group, where
challenging courses were taught to prepare for college readiness, and the other the EL
program, where refugee and immigrants students dominated and their learning was
exclusively on English language acquisition. In other words, the EL students were
unlikely to go to college due to insufficient preparation in coursework needed for college
admission. This has proven problematic to refugee students’ ability to meet their
academic and life goals. Policy on identifying and retaining refugee students in the EL
program based on English language proficiency also has been subjected to review.
Hannah (1999) argued that the idea of grouping the EL refugee students based on
perceived ability is dangerous; placing students in groups based on language proficiency
might result in a form of school segregation based on socioeconomic status and cultural
factors. This practice does more harm than good. In many ways, students enrich their
learning through interaction with a broad range of students of diverse linguistic and
cultural backgrounds (Stevens & Slavin, 1995). The mainstream students and Jayesh sat
in different classrooms at Zenith High School and learned different curricula that did not
prepare them to meet the same learning standards. In other words, refugee students were
not being challenged by the existing EL curriculum which had been put in place for
merely meeting minimum high school graduation requirements.
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Discussion on admission policy and placement practice
Jayesh and Thakur described school enrolled them within a couple of weeks of
their stay in the U.S. using their evaluation tool, while students are still figuring out the
new learning environment. Language testing was the main focus in evaluation, which
undervalued and failed to students’ talents in mathematics, science and other subjects.
The EL students with different levels of English language aptitudes were put together in a
class to learn the same curriculum, not a curriculum designed for their individual learning
needs. Age-based enrollment practices affected the college readiness of refugee students.
Bhutanese refugee students came from education systems that allowed students to fail
several times in their grade levels due to poor academic performance. With this
background, refugee students usually arrived in the U.S. public school much older than
their mainstream grade level peers with comparatively low academic performance
(Stevens & Slavin, 1995b). Age-based enrollment policies place students on a grade level
higher than their academic progress to that point would warrant. Once refugee students
were enrolled at a certain grade level, they had to work hard to prove their English
proficiency on order to meet expectations to exit that grade level School policy keeps
refugee students for a whole year even if they qualified for taking mainstream classes.
This practice left talented refugee students feeling disengaged and not challenged.

Discussion on financial difficulties and college expense
In this study, financial difficulties of refugee students posed a serious challenge
for going to college. This was compounded by the prevalence of expensive tuition as well
as complex college requirements and admission processes. Refugee students and parents
were less knowledgeable than other families about the existence of state, federal, and
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institutional financial aid, as well as how to negotiate the process of applying for it. They
were susceptible to being influenced only by the high tuition (Heller, 1999). Refugee
parents were concerned about their inability to provide financial support for their
children’s education and felt that their family poverty directly impacted their children’s
future (Vang, 2004). Moreover, parents worked at entry-level jobs and were unable to
secure long-term employment at higher wages.
Refugee families bear the burden of hefty travel loans, house rent, and other
expenses while they initially resettle in the U.S. Soon after their arrival, refugee parents
go to work without actually knowing about school and other systems in the surrounding
community. Local refugee resettlement agencies’ adherence to a self-sufficiency policy
sometimes compels young adults to choose taking a job over making their education a
priority. This is especially common in families with a single parent or where parents are
too old to go to work. Their new life starts with low-income status and dependence on
social welfare benefits. Refugees start their stay in the U.S. with only modest help in the
form of time-limited cash and medical assistance. These supports are provided to new
arrivals from the local refugee resettlement agency to facilitate a successful transition to
life in the U.S. and help refugees to attain self-sufficiency (ORR, n.d.). However, these
supports are soon withdrawn, leaving families to stand by their own to cover all living
expenses.
Contrary to their American peers, Jayesh’s and Thakur’s families had to deal with
financial challenges for their day-to-day survival with jobs that paid little. All participants
in this study came to the U.S. with their parents or guardians. Jayesh and Thakur felt a
moral obligation to look after the welfare of the parents, through all aspects of their new
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life. Jayesh in particular, who lived with his single mother, considered money a major
challenge in his life. Culturally, these young adults feel an obligation to look after the
welfare of their parents. All refugee parents had entry-level jobs that paid comparatively
less than jobs available to non-immigrants and were only adequate to cover day-to-day
expenses. Not knowing about available resources added another challenge to these
students’ ability to access a college education.
The participants in this study were living in a new social environment and
restarting their lives, trying to learn all new things. In their transition to a new country,
refugee students who aspired to go to college were deeply involved with many additional
responsibilities for their families. Without much knowledge about the college and
financing system while still in high school, refugee students are still young to take on the
risk of the substantial financial burden (Kim, Lim, Maleku, Kagotho, & Yang, 2019). Not
knowing about available resources adds yet another challenge to their attempts to access
a college education. Economic challenges posed a lot of stress to refugee students in the
present study, as Jayesh shared,
I think that’s a big thing. And, also being new, and trying to figure out your life,
you know, thinking about taking a loan, to go to college, it’s like a lot. We’re
young adults like eighteen, nineteen years old, still figuring out your life, and now
you have to take a hundred thousand dollars, and you know, and loan and you
don’t have any plans for your life.
Jayesh, who had graduated from Zenith High School, found that college education
would be impossibly expensive for him to afford. This caused financial stress, as it has
for many refugee young people (Joo, Durband, & Grable, 2009). Further, there was no
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clarity around the cost of a particular college. Although Jayesh's single mother was
supportive, he decided he could not take on the risk of taking out a loan, as he was not
confident that he could pay it back. He was still new in the U.S. and figuring out the best
path for a successful life. Lack of clarity about college cost affected refugee students’
decision whether or not to pursue higher education. Additionally, the choice of attending
college was determined by the cost of tuition, and refugee students usually must rely on
limited scholarship opportunities which often do not cover all expenses (Anselme and
Hands, 2010). Thus, financial challenges often proved insurmountable barriers to refugee
students’ decision to attend college.
However, Thakur who was recently accepted to Star College, was fortunate to
have both parents working and committed to supporting his college education; still, he
was worried about paying off the tuition and other expenses. Bhanu (father of Thakur)
was also uncertain whether he and his wife could support Thakur financially so that he
could complete his degree. When he compared his earnings and his college expenses,
Bhanu shared,
Star college charges $51,000 per year. Here, we both (husband & wife together)
cannot earn $51,000 per year. Should we run home or pay all to the child
(Thakur)?
A lot of confusion on college preparedness, college admission, and college tuition
is due to a lack of knowledge of the complicated systems for financing college education.

Discussion on lack of systemic knowledge
Participants in this study described a lack of information while trying to access
college admission. Jayesh said that this lack of information made it hard to decide
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whether or not he should opt for college, as he sometimes found himself overwhelmed as
to where to even begin in the process with so many steps to take (Rosso, 2011). Refugee
students come to the U.S. from refugee camps without being fully aware of what is
expected of them in order to get into college. Typically, after a year or two, participants
realized that there were different requirements to apply for college while they were in
high school. Even though Jayesh graduated high school with the EL diploma, he did not
necessarily become college eligible. A majority of refugee students take basic EL courses
that do not prepare them for college readiness, as discussed above. Jayesh and Thakur
noted that it was tough to understand the school system for at least the first school year.
The participants did not know what to do and only found out through a friend that it was
necessary to take the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) for college acceptance.
Participants learned that they needed to take standardized tests such as the SAT or ACT,
depending upon how much they were prepared for the college they wished to attend. Like
non-immigrant students, refugee students need to submit satisfactory scores on the SAT
or ACT or both for undergraduate degree admission, despite not being adequately
prepared in the subject matter these tests cover.
The participants in this study said that the level of the unknown was higher in
their first year of schooling in the U.S. public schools. Participants were not aware of
three types of available aid: gift aid, such as scholarships and grants that do not need to
be repaid; loans; and jobs (work-study program) that originate from federal and state
government institutions and other private organizations (Gray, 1996b). Jayesh pointed out
that when he enrolled in his junior year, he did not know anything about college
readiness, the SAT or ACT, or financial aid.
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Based on the challenges of accessing a college education for the Bhutanese refugee
students, this paper sets out to discuss the findings and addresses the potential
implications. As a hope all these implications require a thoughtful action to facilitate in
overcoming challenges into creating opportunity to attend college for first time from the
family.

Implications
According to the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) report
posted in the Vermont State Agency of Education (AOE), in 2016-2017, grade 11 Asian
and African or other black students who are refugees at Zenith High School performed
consistently below other students in proficiency scores in mathematics, science, and
English Language Arts. These consistently low scores pose serious questions concerning
refugee students’ performance. The unchanging trend of low proficiencies of refugee
students over several years is alarming, as public schools have a mission to focus on
equity and social efficiency (Stone, 2011). Clearly, schools are partly responsible for
students’ learning outcomes and achievement, as students spend most of their time in
schools. Rendon (2014) agrees that school factors are significantly associated with
learning outcomes. Young adults without high school diplomas are among the most
vulnerable, as they are more susceptible to substance abuse, crime, theft, and oppositional
culture (Downey & Pribesh, 2004), i.e., they tend to defy their traditional culture and
resist school authority by adopting characteristics of gang culture (Lee, 2005). In general,
it can pose a burden to the community to support a growing population of young people
without a high school diploma or a college degree.
The present study on the challenges of Bhutanese refugee students raises a social
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justice issue. It aims to create a deeper picture of Bhutanese refugee students who
graduate from high school but transition to a four-year college at much lower rates than
their non-refugee peers. Further, it spotlights the experiences of Bhutanese parents who
opted to resettle in the U.S. with the hope that their children would be able to access
better educational opportunities and shift their lives of generational poverty to the more
comfortable and economically secure lives they deserve.
Student preparation for college readiness involves many actors. Changing
behaviors and outcomes requires intentional intervention to reach the desired goal. This is
a complex issue that requires a comprehensive policy approach with intentional
interventions in order to change the behavior of the target population. Schools need to
explore creative approaches and abandon the traditional tools and techniques that have
failed to serve refugee students and provide them with the education they deserve. The
principle of “one size fits all” (Edelin, 2013) does not work in schools anymore, as it is
based more on the idea of equality than equity. Change is difficult and challenging at
times, but it pays off well when refugee students get their chances to experience the life
they have dreamed of.
Given this reality, this study has practical implications for various stakeholders.
Actions are required to change strategies that are not working for refugee students. Public
education makes more sense when it creates an environment that prepares students from
all backgrounds to get a college degree or enter a trade they choose. Helping students get
ready for college not only fulfills the school’s fundamental duty but, beyond this,
prepares future citizens with skills that will offer societal benefits. Recent research
(Wang & Shulruf, 2013) suggests a need to examine equal opportunities and the quality
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of educational attainment within higher education in a more comprehensive manner. With
the continuous inflow of refugee students in Zenith High School, the current state of
affairs must come to a halt; schools must implement appropriate support services to assist
refugee students in their college readiness and in successful integration in their new
environment. (Kanu, 2008). The necessity for change in school policies and practices is
clear.
In Zenith High School, existing practices intended for EL student preparation for
college does not fully succeed, as evident in the fact that refugee students graduating
from high school are going to college at a much lower rate than their non-refugee peers.
It is a universally accepted norm that when something does not work well, it needs
review and proper action. Without intervention, refugee students continue to graduate
high school without having met college readiness requirements, creating an imbalance
with non-refugee students.
Given this environment, every year refugee students continue to add to the
numbers of young adults who are being disconnected from higher education. As a matter
of equity, it is unfair to ignore how much schools have contributed to the lack of adequate
development of refugee students during their period on the school campus. Every year,
the majority of non-refugee students graduate high school with the skills required for
college admission. Sadly, in contrast, a significant number of refugee students graduate
high school unprepared for college admission. Despite the substantial responsibility of
schools to their immediate community, there seem to be some unexplored areas in which
existing school policies and practices are not working to prepare all students for a fouryear college program.
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Given the situation of Bhutanese refugee students in Zenith High School, findings
of the present study demand thoughtful reflection on current policy and programs in order
to establish a comprehensive approach to address all students’ needs (Crea, 2016). The
eight policy instruments below are recommended as a comprehensive approach to
changing the outcome of the low rate of refugee young adults prepared for a four-year
college:
1) Restructuring school practices
2) Instituting performance-based grading
3) Integrating the entire student body
4) Providing professional development and endorsement for faculty and staff
5) Strengthening the role of colleges
6) Offering authentic support and encouragement
7) Implementing strong family/professional partnerships, and
8) Emphasizing the importance of multicultural liaisons.
Issues that challenge refugee students are numerous and complicated; however,
any initiatives taken toward addressing their needs would contribute to narrowing the
achievement gap and promoting equity in education.
Restructuring school practices
The school plays a central role in shaping and reshaping its practices to respond to
diverse issues including college readiness for all students (Aguisse & Martinez, 2002). A
collective effort supported by data-driven information is critical for developing the right
policies and practices to address the problem in the most efficient and effective way. The
practice of conducting initial aptitude testing of refugee students within the first few
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weeks of their arrival in their new school requires change. Refugee students need
sufficient time to attempt the admission test in order to get accurate aptitude scores and
placement in the appropriate class level. Earlier research also shows that refugee students
who have gone through “trauma and psychological issues” take a longer time to adjust
and to understand the school system (Hannah, 1999: Kanu, 2008). Accurate test results
will help the school to design specialized support programs for individual students to
better prepare all students for college. Further, existing school structures need reshaping
to respond to diverse issues including college readiness for all students (Aguisse &
Martinez, 2002). Collective effort and local research are critical in order to develop the
most effective policy interventions to resolve the problems effectively.
First-year strategy. Student participants in this study reported that their struggles
in the first year was tremendous. Therefore, the study findings strongly suggest more
refugee-friendly services that will make them feel more comfortable in the school
environment. Engaging students of all backgrounds in activities in an informal setting
would serve to reduce the level of anxiety and nervousness of refugee students.
Improving assessment. Findings also suggest a need for improvement in the area
of student assessment. When schools assess students based only on their English
language proficiency, this is inaccurate and narrow. Testing requires a comprehensive
approach, including students’ interests, English proficiency, cognitive abilities, goals,
timing of intake test, flexible policy, personalized learning plans, and the availability of
supportive resources. Intake testing must occur later in the students’ adjustment to their
new school, not in the first few weeks after their arrival. All these factors are important in
improving the accuracy of assessment of refugee students’ abilities.
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Performance-based grading
Age-based placement policies have been affecting the college readiness of refugee
young adults. Bhutanese refugee students in high school come with very different and
complex educational backgrounds. Their previous education systems allowed students to
fail and remain in their grade due to poor academic performance until they were
academically ready for promotion to the next grade. Some students had repeated their
grade level several times before coming to the local high school in their new
communities. With this background, refugee students usually arrive in the U.S. older than
their grade peers and with low academic performance (Arar, Haj-Yehia, Ross, &
Kondakci, 2019). Aged-based placement policies assigned them to a grade level far
higher than appropriate based on their prior academic achievement and background. In
order to foster equity in education, the school needs to develop and practice a
performance-based admission policy, assigning refugee students to a grade level for
which they are prepared and in which they can succeed.
Integrated student body
Recent research (Shulruf & Wang, 2013) suggests that there is a need to examine
equal opportunities and quality of educational attainment in a more comprehensive
manner. School is a reflection of the community where people live side by side, helping
each other despite differences. Previous studies have suggested that students of different
levels of cognitive abilities benefit academically and culturally from interacting with each
other (Stevens & Slavin, 1995; Tice, 1995). Therefore, a new model that reflects the
community, in which diverse students interact with one another, is appropriate to address
the present situation of the low percentage of refugee students who transition to a four151

year college. Having an integrated student body in every classroom increases learning
between students, their peers, and their classroom teachers. Grouping EL refugee students
based on perceived ability is dangerous and may result in a form of school segregation
based on socio-economic status and cultural factors (Hannah, 1999). It will require
comprehensive efforts from all actors to adopt a concept of one integrated student body,
with appropriate educational and other specialized support specifically targeted to foster
the school success of refugee students who have experienced disrupted schooling
backgrounds and whose culture, ethnicity, language, and religion are significantly
different from those of the mainstream (Kanu, 2008). Therefore, putting together students
of all backgrounds, except for in English courses, depending upon students’ level of
subject-area proficiency is a proper strategy to end segregation and provide all students
an excellent opportunity to learn different skills and knowledge from each other’s culture.
Non-refugee students learn about the experiences of the refugee students, and refugee
students become familiarized with American culture while adapting to a new school
environment. This helps in healthy socialization, supporting mutual respect among all
students.
Professional development and endorsement
Teachers play an important role in shaping student learnings. Asking teachers to
continue what they have been doing to support refugee students’ learning does not bring
about significant change in college readiness. Teachers require adequate training and
support too in order to improve their approaches for teaching refugee students. School
administrators could adopt a school-wide policy providing EL endorsement to all
teachers that could help them acquire skills to deal effectively with students from diverse
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backgrounds. To bring about effective change, schools need to be flexible enough to
implement best schooling practices and encourage professional development
opportunities for teachers to address cultural, ethnic, racial, social class, or religious
differences, in order to accommodate different learning styles. Such training would help
teachers to develop culturally relevant pedagogies for effective learning. Professional
development should not only focus on the individual growth of the teachers but should
also develop skills to serve refugee students.
Role of college to refugee students’ needs
The role of college to reach out to all refugee students at the high school level is
fundamental. The low level of diversity in the current student body in higher education
imbalances access and equity of minority students, especially from refugee backgrounds,
for whom the university education is a change maker (Krause, Hartley, James, McInnis,
2005). Colleges that are making the commitment to serving low-income populations,
have an opportunity to find effective, affordable ways to provide services to refugee
student population within a comprehensive institution (Kazis, 2002).
Without intervention, refugee students continue to graduate from high school
without college readiness, or they may discontinue further higher education due to lack of
preparation for college work. Given this environment, every year refugee students
continue to add to the numbers of young adults who are disconnected from higher
education. In response to this kind of situation, colleges could help refugee students by
relaxing some of their policies and criteria. Other factors in refugee students not choosing
to go to college are the prevalent high tuition and complex college requirements. Earlier
research has indicated that low tuition promotes equity and choice (Heller, 1999) and
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creates an opportunity for refugee students to access college education, giving them a
voice in their communities and empowering them to create change (Dryden- Peterson and
Giles, 2010). Access to higher education may allow refugee students to serve as role
models within their homes and communities and inspire younger generations to become
active participants within their schools and society (Wright and Plasterer, 2010).
Authentic support and encouragement
Many resources and support services exist currently at Zenith High School, yet
they are not sufficient to support the students. Effective support services approaches must
identify students’ hopes, dreams, and potentiality, providing refugee students with a
comprehensive approach to their needs as individuals. Most importantly, such services
help teachers to provide the support that is actually required by the individual student.
Relevant support services could be communicated on individual basis to personalize
refugee students’ learning and preparation for college.
Strong family/professional partnerships
More meaningful parent engagement in school activities also helps to foster
student success. Various research studies have indicated the importance of parents’
engagement (Alameda-Lawson, 2014; Hong & Anyon, 2011; Lawson & AlamedaLawson, 2012). It is important that school authority organizes various parent engagement
programs to educate parents about school procedures, grading systems, expectations of
parents and the role of the school. Due to language barriers and lack of education, a large
number of refugee parents are ignorant about how the school functions. Not a single
refugee parent in the present study talked about the parents’ group in their children’s
schools. Research suggests that when parents are involved in their children’s schooling,
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children tend to become motivated learners, have high educational aspirations, get good
grades, and experience a sense of school belonging (Cheung & Pomerantz, 2012).
Establishment of family/professional partnerships is a crucial step to engage culturally
and linguistically disadvantaged refugee parents in their children’s education (BlueBanning et al., 2004; Kalyanpur & Harry, 2012). Such partnerships give a voice to
refugee parents and help foster student success.
Role of multicultural liaisons
The idea of creating multicultural liaison positions serving various linguistic and
cultural groups demands the highest attention in the Zenith School District. Refugee
parents in this study felt the importance of multicultural liaisons at schools, not only as
interpreters but also as literacy brokers between school and families. Multicultural
liaisons also served as a direct and easy source of information about school events and
the school system for the new families in particular. Moreover, refugee parents with little
or no education depended solely upon the multicultural liaisons to communicate with
teachers and school administrators for any school business and for sharing information
about their children. Multicultural liaisons commanded trust and became the parents’
voice while dealing with school personnel. However, the role of multicultural liaisons
currently being employed must be expanded to include more home visits in order for
school personnel to understand problems which have not been raised in formal parentteacher and other school-related conferences.
Understanding that challenges faced by first-generation Bhutanese refugee
students in order to access college will help teachers and administrators to explore new
tools and techniques that can serve refugee students in a more effective way. Most other
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refugee and immigrant students undergo a similar cycle of challenges in public high
school. Identifying an effective way to address the Bhutanese students’ challenges in
gaining access to college will also help in serving all other students who enroll in public
school. Because each high school functions in a different way, it is more likely that
policies and practices specific to the targeted refugee group would result in effective
outcomes. Therefore, implementing effective policies at every public high school serves
the well-being of refugee students from all backgrounds.

Conclusion
Given that a thousand refugees come with their children to the U.S. every year, it
is crucial to understand that each group of refugee children differs in many ways, in their
personal journeys of traumatic experiences, their cultural beliefs, the influence of their
native language, and their aspirations in a new country. Available literature draws the
refugee experiences to the context of Australia and Canada, that might be different from
the U.S. context (Brooker & Lawrence, 2012; Kanu, 2008; Kong, 2016). However, there
are so many commonalities in refugee experiences among different refugee populations,
despite their unique differences. The present study seeks to begin the process of
extending this research to a U.S. context.
The UN General Assembly (1948, 2015) stated that education is one of the
important rights of all people. The low transition rate of Bhutanese refugee students to
college does not fulfill this right, nor does it serve the interests of anyone. The current
state of Bhutanese refugee students’ performance has a direct impact on their families,
who have been living in a vicious cycle of poverty. Their hope for a college education
remains a distant dream. As a result, these refugee parents and students continue another
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phase of living in poverty in urban centers in their new country (Kanu, 2008; Vang,
2004).
An ever-growing group of refugee students who do not attend college continues
the cycle of economic and social pressure on families and the local community. In
Bhutanese-Nepali culture, young girls often feel pressure from parents for early marriage
if college does not seem a viable option, although this practice has greatly relaxed as
families have resettled in the U.S. Such pressure from the family puts more stress on
young adults that might invite other social problems. Picard (2008) called attention to a
brain drain of young talents to other states, an increasing rate of high school dropout and
students’ ineligible to attend college. This study suggests a concerning future for
Vermont, with its aging population (Vermont Agency of Education, 2014), unless
suitable strategies are implemented to engage refugee and low-income students toward
being able to fill available niches in the future workforce in Vermont.
In the economic sphere, it is a burden on the community to support a growing
percentage of young people without a high school diploma or college degree. A
community needs a workforce with skills ranging from semi-skilled to highly skilled.
Long (2011) found from a recent study of the College Board Advisory and Policy Center
that individuals with higher education earn more and are more likely to be employed. In
contrast, individuals with no college degree are less likely to become employed and are
more likely to become unemployed. Unemployment poses a serious problem for the
economic well-being of the nation. Without strategies designed to engage young adults in
productive activities, communities lack the means for creating a safe and peaceful
environment for all.
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Leaving the responsibility to schools to prepare students for college readiness
without the necessary support from all stakeholders is inadequate. There is a need for
collaboration among all stakeholders to appropriately address this vital issue. Current
school structures need reshaping to respond to diverse problems including college
readiness for all students (Aguisse & Martinez, 2002). Collective effort is critical for the
most effective policy design and implementation.
Without proper intervention, the low transition rate to college among refugee
students poses a significant challenge. The situation demands new strategies, because
those currently in place are not working. Public education makes sense when schools and
staff create policies and programs that prepare all type of students for college. Helping
students to prepare for college not only fulfills educators’ professional duty but, to a more
significant extent, prepares citizens with skills that would boost the economy for societal
benefits.
The present case study of Bhutanese refugee students and their challenges
presents a small part of the larger problem in multicultural U.S. public schools. The
findings encourage teachers, administrators, and school board members to understand the
intersectionality of various factors so that a range of strategies can be developed to
address Bhutanese refugee students’ challenges, to help make their dreams for a college
education a reality.
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APPENDIX A: Consent Process Documentation (Parents)
Protocol
Participant ID: ………………………………
Participant Initial: ………………………………
Visit Date: ………………………………
Principal Investigator: ………………………………

Participant, ___________________________, consented to the above name protocol.
(study participant’s name)
Prior to signing the informed consent form the subject:
1. Read or heard the information sheet
2. Discussed the protocol for participation with researcher including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
3.
4.

Purpose of the study
Purpose of gaining access to their child’s educational records
Painful or uncomfortable procedures (if applicable)
Risks/benefits
Alternatives
Who to call with questions
Withdrawal rights
To discuss the study with anybody they believed could help
Consult with family as desire

Informed consent was conducted prior to any research-related procedures.
Other Comments:
…………………………………………………………………………………

PI Signature: _________________________ Date: __________________
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APPENDIX B: General Protocol
Principal Researcher: Hemant Tamang Ghising
Sponsor: Self
You are being invited to take part in this research study because you an active member of
refugee community.
Why is this research study being conducted?
This research is being conducted to explore challenges of refugee students in United
States with two northeastern school districts as a sample study site.
How many people will take part in the study?
Between 5-7 student participants from two northeastern school districts will be asked to
participate in this study
What is involved in the study?
The researcher will interview refugee students, refugee parents, multicultural liaisons,
and community leaders. Refugee community leaders are asked to participate in focus
group discussion to share their experiences and opinions about accessing to four-year
college.
What are the benefits of participating in the study?
There is no monetary benefit for participants as this is just an academic research which is
self-funded by the researcher. However, the research report will certainly bring in
attention of your issues to concerned stakeholders.
Are there any costs?
There is no costs associated with this study other than your time.
What is the compensation?
There is no monetary compensation for participation in this study.
Can you withdraw or be withdrawn from this study?
You may discontinue your participation in this study at any time. There are no
consequences for discontinuing this study. If you choose to discontinue your participation
in this study, please send an email asking that you be removed from the study. All
collected information including video and audio digital files will be deleted after the
research study is finished.
What about confidentiality?
During the interviews we will use a pseudonym of your choice to talk about you
and focus group discussion will be transcribed with pseudonym as the text is written and
other identifiable information will be removed.
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Statement of verbal consent
You have been given and have read or have had read to you a summary of this research
study. Should you have any further questions about the research, you may contact the
person conducting the study at the address and telephone number given below. Your
participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time
without penalty or prejudice.
If you agree to participate in this study, please state “Yes, I agree to participate.” This
will be considered your verbal consent to take part of this research study and that you will
receive a signed copy of this form.
Contact Information
Name of Principal Investigator: Hemant Tamang Ghising
Address: hghising@uvm.edu
Telephone Number: (802) 503-5237

___________________________________________
Principal Investigator
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_______________
Date

APPENDIX C: Student Interview Protocol
Background;
1. Your name
2. Where you were born
3. Your family members
4. Level of parents’ education
5. Your parents’ occupation in Bhutan, camp and here
6. About your siblings and their grade levels
7. Grade you were in, when you left refugee camp
8. Grade you were admitted in the U.S. school
9. Year you started school in U.S.
Schooling questions
1. Could you tell me when and how you came to the U.S.?
2. Can you tell about your schooling experiences before coming to the U.S.?
3. What are similarities?
4. What are differences?
5. How have your previous educational achievements/experiences impacted your
college readiness?
6. Who are your close friends (other friends) in classes/school? Bhutanese, white,
black, other refugee/immigrant???
7. Kind of classes you attend/are attending (ELL/General) now.
8. Your experience in class at the beginning and now
9. What do you like best of the current program you are enrolled in?
10. What don’t you like of the current program you are enrolled in?
11. What is/are best way(s) you learn at school you are in?
12. What are other difficulties besides learning lessons in the classroom?
13. What is your education plan for future? How will you achieve your dream?
14. How satisfied are you with how well you are doing at school?
15. Who supports you to do well at school and how important is this to you?
16. What are some good experiences of being at school in the U.S.?
17. What are some bad experiences of being at school in the U.S.?
18. What kind of activities do you do at home with your family? How does your
weekend look like?
19. How has your family helped you in difficult times?
20. What do you see yourself doing after this program?
21. What would you like to change at your school?
College going questions
1. How important is college education in your life (after being resettled) in United
States?
2. What motivate you to plan/not plan for college or pursue in college in United
States?
3. How do you get information about college?
4. How often do you meet the school counselor or teachers to discuss about college?
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5. Do you know anyone from your community pursuing in college?
● If so, have you ever contacted him/her to learn about their college
experiences
● Or to learn about college preparation
6. What are some difficulties to access in the college in your situation?
7. What is your preference for the college?
● Near or away from home?
● And why?
8. Do you get any information from colleges for admission? What do you do with
that?
9. What are difficulties in preparing for college / being in college;
● In individual level
● In family
● In high school
● In college
10. How does it impact your college readiness?
● Your living condition of apartment
● Your present location of apartment
● Your social, cultural and religious practices
11. Do you have name of college in your mind for you?
● Does your interest match with that college?
● Do you meet their admission requirements?
12. What kind of support do you get from high school to prepare for college?
● What more could have been done by high school in making college
accessible to refugee and immigrant students?
13. How could have local colleges play their roles in attracting refugee students?
14. How have your parents supported in your dream;
● In planning to get in college or while you are in college?
● Talk to the teachers/counselor
● Talk to community leader
● Talk to their friends & relatives
● What do you think parents could have done more.
15. How does community perceive gender issue in term of college
admission/education?
16. Are you a part time or full-time student? What made you choose part/full time
student?
17. How do you balance your life at school and at home with parents and siblings?
18. Do you have to support your family? In what ways?
19. Would you like to add anything else?
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APPENDIX D: Parent/Guardian Interview Protocol
Date & Time: ………………………
Name: ……………………………………….
Place: ……………………………….
Pseudonym: …………………………
•
•

Introduce yourself and the about research study and its purpose
Provide structure of the interview (audio recording, taking notes)

Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What are hopes and dreams for your children?
Tell me, what you know about the school and school system?
How do you know what is happening for your children’s progress at school?
Tell me what do you do to educate your children in the U.S.
Share your personal educational experience and share how important is college
education for your child(ren)?
6. What are some barriers to send your child(ren) to college here?
7. Do you know anything about;
● Admission requirements for the college
● Application process
● Time to apply
● References
8. Do you know any of your children’s teachers? What do they tell about your child
(ren).
9. Have you ever contacted your child’s teacher?
● Can you tell me the story of what you did and why you did it?
● What was the outcome?
● When you communicate with your children’s teachers, what strategies do
you use?
10. How do you think about your teacher’s role in college preparedness?
11. Where do you like to send your children for college? Nearby or far from home.
Why?
12. How could have local colleges play their roles in attracting refugee students?
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APPENDIX E: Teacher Interview Protocol

Date & Time: ………………………
Name: ……………………………………….
Place: ……………………………….
Pseudonym: …………………………
•
•

Introduce yourself and the about research study and its purpose
Provide structure of the interview (audio recording, taking notes)

Introduction
1. Your name
2. What is your role in educating the refugee/immigrant students?
3. How long you have been teaching?
4. How long have you been teaching in this program?
5. Why did you choose to work with EL students
6. What kind of experiences have you had with EL students?
7. Beside EL program, what support systems are available for refugee students?
8. What are the present conditions of the program?
9. How long do students stay in EL classes?
10. When/how do students exit EL classes?
11. What kinds of support do you get from the school district or school provide for
teachers who are involved in the EL program?
12. Tell me about a challenging time when teaching EL students?
13. Tell me about a rewarding time when teaching EL students?
14. How are you preparing EL student for four-year college?
15. How do you assess students’ achievements? What would you say about the effects
of the program in terms of students’ achievements?
16. How do you communicate Bhutanese parents who do not speak /read or write
English?
17. What do think about refugee students who have high aspiration to go to college
though it is not realistic to many of them?
18. If you could design a perfect EL program for refugee students, what would you
do?
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APPENDIX F: Focus Group Discussion Protocol
Introduction
Welcome
Introduce yourself, and send the sign-in sheet with a few quick demographic questions
(age, gender, refugee camp, village, years in the United States) around to the group while
you are introducing the focus group.
Review the following:
• Who I am and what we’re trying to do
• What will be done with this information
• Why we asked you to participate
Explanation of the process
Ask the group if anyone has participated in a focus group before. Explain that focus
groups are being used more and more in higher education research.
About focus group
i.
We learn from you (positive and negative)
ii. Not trying to achieve consensus, we’re gathering information
iii. No virtue in long lists: we’re looking for priorities
iv.
In this project, we are doing interview and focus group discussions. The
reason for using both of these tools is that we can get more in-depth
information from a smaller group of people in focus group. This allows us
to understand the context better.
Logistics
i.
Focus group will last about one and half hour
ii. Feel free to move around
iii. Help yourself to refreshments
•

Ground Rules
Ask the group to suggest some ground rules. After they brainstorm some, make sure
the following are on the list.
i.
Everyone should participate.
ii. Information provided in the focus group must be kept confidential
iii. Stay with the group and please don’t have side conversations
iv.
Turn off cell phones if possible
v.
Have fun
Tape Recorder will be turned on

Ask the group if there are any questions before we get started, and address those
questions.
Introductions (5 minutes)
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Go around table: Name and role in community
Discussion begins, make sure to give people time to think before answering the questions
and don’t move too quickly. Use the probes to make sure that all issues are addressed,
but move on when you feel you are starting to hear repetitive information
Questions (85 minutes)
1. Share importance of college education for refugee children
2. Share your educational experiences in United States and in refugee camps.
3. Share your experiences working with Bhutanese refugee students and what are
some difficulties in accessing colleges?
i.
How should schools play role in preparing students to college
readiness?
4. How does social, cultural and religious values impact college readiness? How
about gender play out?
5. What do you think is the most helpful for the students of your community to
access the college;
i.
From school
ii. From Counselor
iii. From teachers
iv.
From college
6. How could have local colleges play their roles in recruiting and retaining refugee
students?
7. What are the preferences of parents in college education? (such as subject,
distance from college, scholarship, internship)
Wrap up;
1. Let me look my notes and see if I’ve covered all that I wanted to talk
about today
2. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?
That concludes our focus group. Thank you so much for coming and sharing your
thoughts and opinions with us. If you have additional information that you did not get to
say in the focus group, please feel free to write it to me through email call me.
Materials and supplies for focus groups
• Sign in sheet
• Consent forms (one copy for each participant)
• Paper & pencils for each participant
• 2 recording devices with batteries/recharger
• Notebook for note-taking
• Refreshments
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APPENDIX G: Focus Group Discussion Sign Up Sheet

Sn

Name of Participant

Gender Nos. of Children in District
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Years in U.S.

APPENDIX H: Timeline for Work

December 2018 (First Week)

Schedule proposal defense date

January 2018 (First Week)

Submit dissertation proposal to adviser

January 2018 (Third Week)

Re-submit the proposal to adviser for
second reading

February 2018 (Second Week)

Update proposal;
Give proposal to Committee Member

April 2018 (Second Week)

Defend proposal

April 2018 (Third Week)

Revise proposal if necessary

April 2018 (Fourth Week)

Data Collection

August – December, 2018

Meet with advisor to discuss outline and
preliminary data analysis;
Data Analysis

January - March 2019

Update proposal chapters for dissertation;
Dissertation Writing (result chapter)
Schedule for dissertation defense

April 2019

Write summary and dissertation conclusion;
Last Chapter and finalize dissertation;
Polish writing;
Consult with editor, if necessary;
Submit draft of dissertation to committee;
Format Checking

May 22, 2019

Dissertation Defense

May 2019 (Last Week)

Final Editing

June 2019 (First Week)

Make minor revisions, if necessary

August 2019

Graduate

182

